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Dedication
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To my daughter, my own resident superhero.

Prologue: A Look Back

I always thought young adulthood would feel like a really good outfit. You put it on and it just fits. Turns out becoming an adult is more like a pair of shoes two sizes too small. You can walk in them, sure, but you’re going to complain the entire time. And then one night, after you finally start feeling like you just might figure this thing out, BOOM, someone bites you.

Relax. We’re going to circle back to the bite. I can hear someone in the back going, “Girl, you can’t just say somebody bit you and keep talking about shoes.” First of all, yes I can. Second, this is my story and I promise the bite makes sense in  a minute.  Also, hi, welcome. I’m Bria. I’m a daughter, I’m  a comic, and, at the time of this telling, I’m a vampire who still wears my Daddy’s sweaters when I’m cold and my Mama’s skirts when I’m hot.

People want to know the logistics. They don’t ask about my heart, or my dreams, or what I use to get my edges to cooperate.  They ask, “So, do you sleep in a coffin?” No. Do you sleep in a coffin? I have a bed like a person. Memory foam, two pillows, thread count high enough to make all the aunties proud. I also have blackout curtains and a complicated relationship with blood. But who really cares?

Dating? Whew. Dating a vampire is like dating someone with an extreme food allergy and anger issues, but cute. I’m fine until I’m not, and then suddenly I’m like, “Baby, I love you, but please stop breathing so loud.” And they say, “That’s not optional.” And I say, “Not with that attitude.”

People also ask about garlic. Listen to me carefully: garlic is delicious. If vampirism had taken garlic from me, somebody would have been worried about catching these hands. I put garlic on everything. On french fries, on chicken, on relationships. Sprinkle some garlic on a bad situation and at least it smells like you tried.

You’re wondering how a girl like me ends up onstage talking about chicken and plasma in the same sentence. It didn’t start with fangs. It started with family. With family reunions so full of people you learn to breathe sideways. With aunties who can detect disrespect from three porches away. With a Daddy who says, “God better help somebody,” like he’s getting paid to say it, and a Mama who could get a stain out of a white shirt with pure disappointment. That’s where I learned timing. Not from comedy classes. Not from YouTube, but from family. From trying to slip jokes past grown folks who would pop you for breathing wrong.

If I sound confident, please know that’s the editing talking.  I was not confident. I was Lil’ Bit. Sharp tongue, ashy knees,  and maybe just a little mouthier than most. Also, before anybody asks, no, vampires cannot fix the McRiley's ice cream machine.  I am undead, not a miracle worker. I tried, okay? The machine tsked, rolled eyes, and told me to mind my own damn business.

So yes, today I can hypnotize a heckler and spot a vein from across a dim room. But once,  I was just a girl trying to avoid being seated at the kids’ table because somebody’s baby was sticky and I was wearing my good jumpsuit. Before the bite, before the club, before I learned that love could make your fangs ache and your tears turn red, there was a reunion. And if you want to understand me—the way I fight, the way I love, the way  I laugh, the way I roll—you have to start there. Trust me.  We will get to that fateful night. But first, come back with me to the day I dodged potato salad like it was poison.

Okay. Back to when I was ‘normal.’
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Chapter 1: Then
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I didn’t like family reunions. The last time we had gone to one, people went on and on about how pretty my dress was. They were all liars, every one of them. That was the ugliest dress  I had ever worn. My aunt had stuck me in it, and she couldn’t even dress herself too good. But when we had to go to the next family reunion, I wore what I wanted to wear because I was twelve, and that meant I was old enough to coordinate myself. Mama had let me pick out a jumpsuit when we went shopping the week before. It was pink with silver buckles, and like Mama said, “made with the good fabric.” It was just the kind of outfit that made you stand up straighter because you knew you looked good wearing it.  

We circled the block twice looking for parking while Daddy ranted on about how ‘folks needed to learn how to drive.’ When we finally found a spot, we had to run the greeting gauntlet, which amounted to twenty feet of aunties, cousins, and deacons’ wives stationed like we were lined up for TSA.  Everybody had a question, a hug, or a critique. 

“Baby, you are getting so tall!” 

“That’s the smart one! Come over here, Bria!” 

“Turn around. Let me see that hair!” 

“Don’t you remember me? I changed your diapers!” 

Some woman with stinky hands, maybe the diaper changer,  pinched my cheek so hard I almost hit her, but I was raised right,  so I just smiled. Mama’s hand was on my shoulder, light but firm, and it was telling me, “Behave.”

Cousin Clara was our host for the family reunion, and as soon as I arrived, I was like Daddy trying to figure out why she had put herself in that position. Being at Cousin Clara’s house was like being one of the sticks stuffed in a dip-and-go snack cup.  People were everywhere, and I could hardly move around without running into somebody. Or a TV. There were almost as many TVs as there were people. Cousin Clara’s “friend” who lived there was obsessed with televisions, so some were mounted on the walls; some were on food trays in corners. Really old school TVs were stacked on each other like building blocks. Each bathroom had a television, though none of them worked. 

Folding chairs lined the yard, noisy plastic tablecloths flapped like they had gossip of their own, and the grill smoked nonstop like Uncle Cliff. I wished I had remembered to bring my noise cancelling headphones. The sounds were intense.  They tried to seat me at the kids’ table.  I stared at it like it was a trap, which it was. There were crayons, juice pouches, cracked phones and tablets, and one toddler with barbecue sauce in his head.

“I can sit with Mama,” I said, already backing away.

“You can sit with your cousins,” Mama said, redirecting me, pointing at the tiny chairs.

Such betrayal.

I sat for three minutes. Then, the smallest cousin knocked over a cup of red juice and it leaped toward my jumpsuit like it had a personal grudge. I jumped back and saved the fabric by a miracle and a side-step, but my plate of french fries wasn't so lucky.

“You okay?” a cousin asked, eyes wild and winking like a tree frog. Her eyes made me nervous.

I took a breath and said, “I’m fine,” trying out those ‘coping skills’ the counselor had told my parents I needed. 

I excused myself and went to the food tables to get some more french fries, stopping at the one that caused wars: the infamous potato salad table. Bowls of potato salad glistened in the sun like fake diamonds. I peered into each dish like a detective. Mustard ratio? Acceptable. Paprika? A flourish. Raisins? Yuck! 

Mama walked up behind me and said, “Don’t you make that face.”

I relaxed my eyebrows by force. “I wasn’t,” I lied. I was absolutely making that face.

“Bria, go give your cousin Stephanie a kiss goodbye,” Mama said, tilting her head toward the porch. Stephanie sat regally in a wheelchair, her blonde Amazon wig catching sunlight like tinsel.  I leaned in and hugged her carefully, the way you do when you’re not sure what’s fragile—bone, pride, or bobby pin.

“Hey, sugar,” she said, voice sweet with menthol. I kissed her cheek and stood back. 

Yes, I knew it was a wig. And a really really cheap one. Kids noticed everything.

“What you know good?” a voice boomed behind me. Crazy Cousin Junior, smelling like cologne that could pass for bug spray.  

He grinned wide, slapped my shoulder like he was closing Tupperware, and waited for me to bless him with conversation.

“I’m fine,” I said. My voice came out sharper than I meant, but Junior never noticed much.

“Where’s your mama?”

“Upstairs.”

“When y’all get here?”

“A little while ago. We can’t stay long. Daddy has to find a job.”

Junior nodded, patting my head like I was a dog. Then came Ava. Ava walked like the world owed her something. Her box braids swung, her lip gloss shone, and her mouth was just warming up.

“I like your jumpsuit, Briiiiaaaa,” she said, dragging out my name like good bubble gum. 

“Mine have the gold buckles.”

“Cool. Where’d you get yours?” I asked, not because I cared, but because I knew she wanted me to ask her.

“Target. Where’d you get yours?”

“Bloomingdales,” I said, giving her a smile small enough to cut. She paused. She recalibrated. She shut the hell up. Ava wanted to compare, but she didn’t want to lose. Bless her heart.

She tried to pivot.

“Wanna play on my phone?” she asked.

“Nope.”

“Wanna watch some videos?”

“No, thank you.”

She looked offended. “What do you do?”

“I mostly mind my business,” I said, because that was mostly true, except when I secretly listened to other people talk when they didn’t realize I was in the room. And what I wanted to do more than anything in that moment was become invisible again and soak up the conversations whirling around me. Now, that was entertaining.  I could see Ava looking sad, so I said, 

“I really like your braids.” She brightened like a flashlight and walked away. Sometimes kindness was the fastest way to end a conversation.

But the porch was where the real show lived. Aunt Tootsie was holding court, talking about her new boyfriend who drove a Bentley. 

Uncle Robert said, “A Bentley don’t mean nothing if the driver is rented by the hour.” 

The porch cracked in half with laughter, knee slapping and clapping. It was a tough crowd. 

Tootsie clutched her pearls (read: Walgreens beads) and said, “Rented from who?”

“From the man who pays your man to drive him around,” Robert said. Laughter rolled down the steps and into the yard. I watched the timing. The way Uncle Robert paused just long enough. The way the porch leaned in, hungry. That was power.  Not the joke about the car, but the way he told the joke. The way he made one line fold a room in half. I walked back inside for a wrapped popsicle. The kitchen roared like a lion, and somebody slammed a card down hard enough to collapse the card table.

“You reneged!”

“I did not!”

“You don’t even know how to count!”

The trash talk flew so fast it turned into music, like percussion made of spoons and laughter.  I hovered by the fridge pretending to be thirsty, collecting lines like lightning bugs. Every family argument was a master class, and I was getting a real education.

By dessert, the house had divided into camps:the sleepy, the tipsy, and the petty. It was the perfect time to get more french fries and cake. I cut a slice so dense that I knew just by looking at it that a trip to the bathroom would not be far behind. Mama and Daddy found each other like magnets and immediately repelled.

“We should go,” Daddy said. “Traffic.”

“Traffic where? There isn’t any traffic this time of day,” said Mama. 

“Emotional traffic,” Daddy replied. “Too many people in my lane.”

Mama looked at me like, You see this? You see your father?  

I looked back with my eyebrows cocked, as if to say, Mam, I am an entire child. I just live with y’all. 

“We just got here,” Mama said. “Your cousin made the macaroni and cheese from scratch.”

Daddy made a face. “What or who did she have to scratch to make it?”

Mama sucked air into her mouth to keep from laughing, 

“Stop being nasty, Brandon. She made that dish with her own two hands, and that’s showing the family a lot of love for an event this big.”

“Well, her hands been through a lot,” Daddy said, and I almost choked on the cake. 

If I’d had popcorn, I would’ve sold tickets to that argument. They went back and forth about nothing, the way people in love do when they’re tired and still trying. He wanted quiet. She wanted community. He wanted the car keys. She wanted him to hush and eat. In the background, two uncles almost threw hands over another spades play, and someone yelled, “Not near the kids!” which in my family meant, “Don’t tear up my furniture,” and “It’s time to leave.”

On the ride home, Daddy fussed at the windshield and Mama hummed a hymn she only hummed when she was irritated. I sat in the backseat staring at my knees, my jumpsuit unscathed, my stomach full with fries and cake, and my brain louder than the car.  I tried out lines silently, rearranging words until they clicked. Comedy, I was learning, was just truth with good shoes.

In bed that night, the house was silent but still buzzing somehow. I replayed the day. I wasn’t a vampire yet. I wasn’t a comic yet. But I was a girl who could hear the shape of a laugh before it reached the room. The next day, if somebody would have asked me about the reunion, I’d have said, “It was fine.”  

But years later, when I stood under hot lights and felt the crowd lean toward me, I’d remember the porch and the spades game and the potato salad line and think, 

Oh. This is when I became Bria “Badasssss” Chambers. 

***
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DADDY ALWAYS SAID I had more money than him. He laughed when he said it, like the truth wouldn’t sting if it was dressed as a joke. That next Saturday morning after the family reunion,  he woke me up with a nudge and a whisper, “Come on, Bria. We’re going to the bank. Make yourself useful and look important.”  

I was twelve, so yeah, a trip to the bank on a Saturday morning made perfect sense.

The lobby was already crowded. Lines curled around one another like boiled noodles. Low-ink pens were tied and taped to chains. A handful of babies tested the limits of their lungs, their newly formed choir forming near the bathroom line. Daddy surveyed the scene like he was looking to give it direction.  He surrendered immediately.

“Lord,” he muttered, “God better help somebody.”

That somebody better have been me because I hadn’t eaten breakfast, and I was starving.

We took our place in line behind two women discussing a graduation neither of them was actually invited to.

“Balloons! The good ones, not from the cheap place,” said the first woman, busy weave-patting her head.

“Chocolate fountain,” said the second, like she was reading off a grocery list. 

“And a DJ who knows the right version of the ‘Cupid Shuffle.’ That’s what they should do.”

The baby in the stroller closest to us stared at me with eyes as knowing as an oracle.  

I stared back. We blinked at the same time and I lost my gaze. I felt embarrassed losing to a baby. Up at the counter, a man argued with a teller about “insufficient funds” like the words were personal.

“Well, the Lord,” he said before walking away, “is sufficient unto me.” Unfazed, the bank teller popped a stick of gum in her mouth and motioned for the next person to step forward.

Three people back, a woman in pumps tapped the floor with enough energy to turn the lights off. When the line stalled, Daddy exhaled, that same low-register rumble he used when a bill arrived and he had more month than money. I leaned against the velvet rope and started running commentary in my head like I was a sportscaster. 

Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Bank Olympics, where today’s events include, ‘Who Has Two Forms of ID?,’ ‘Do You Really Need to Be On the Phone Right Now?,’ and my personal favorite, ‘This Pen Does Not Work. Race for the Gold to Find One That Does!’”

The rope wobbled. Daddy caught it before it slapped anyone.  

He gave me a look which was half warning, half smile. Our turn was coming up and I practiced my face. Serious. Grown. Unbothered. We finally reached the teller. She was a light-skinned woman with pink glasses and a name tag that said “Tanya.” The glasses were beautiful, but her name tag was falling apart. 

At first, she squinted at Daddy like she remembered him but wasn’t sure she wanted to.

“Back again?” she said.

“Back, forward, side-to-side,” Daddy said, sliding his paperwork under the glass like it was a magic trick. He didn’t dress fancy, but he wore confidence like it was a suit. Tanya smiled and pushed her glasses closer to her eyes. I decided then and there that I would get ahold of some pink eyeglasses for myself.

While she typed, Daddy tapped the counter just once, a soft three-finger beat. I saw the rhythm of him, restless and hopeful, like a man making jazz out of a beautiful piano missing keys. Tanya glanced at me and asked Daddy, “This your assistant?”

“My boss,” Daddy said without missing a beat.

I straightened my shoulders. That’s right. Address me as management, I said to myself.

By the time we left, Daddy’s pockets were lighter but his stride was the same. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you something to eat.”

I had options. Daddy asked if I wanted Starbucks or McRiley's. We both knew the answer, though. Once we arrived, we scanned the menu of promises that that particular McRiley's had no intention of keeping.

“Ice cream machine working today?” Daddy asked the cashier.

The cashier didn’t miss a beat. Didn’t look up. Didn’t blink. “Nope.”

“Of course not,” I said. “If that machine ever works, they’re gonna cut the ribbon with the mayor.”

Daddy ordered fries, nuggets, and a burger for himself.  He got me my usual large fry plus a Fun Meal because he claimed toys built character. Nevermind I was twelve and was way past the cut off for being able to enjoy said toy. I opened the box and held up something that looked like a Tamagotchi.

“This is not a toy,” I informed him. “This is a lifestyle choice.”

“Make it yours,” he said, grinning. “It’ll be a collector’s item in twenty years. Maybe it’ll be worth something.”

We ate like we were in a secret clubhouse, backs hunched up with no plans to let intruders sit by us. I tried to do my homework at the same time because I was ambitious, and because Mama’s voice kept running through my head. Daddy pushed my notebook aside. “Eat first, Bria. Can’t work on an empty stomach.”

A kid two booths over debated with his mother about the necessity of vegetables. He was not winning. Behind me, a teenager said, “Nah, for real,” at least eight times, and yet, somehow said nothing. The ice cream machine chirped once like it wanted to participate in all the conversations around us.

“Tell me something funny,” Daddy said. He did that sometimes.  Set me up like I had a microphone in my hand and brown liquor in the other. “What’s the joke today?”

I cleared my throat and put on my serious face. “Breaking news: McRiley's confirmed that the ice cream machine didn’t break; it just clocked out. It had to establish healthy boundaries.”

Daddy chortled. 

“And furthermore,” I continued, “the machine said it wasn’t accepting applications for an assistant at this time. Please respect its wishes and talk to the Frosty machine at Wendy’s for further inquiries.”

He laughed loud enough that a manager peeked over the counter.

“I cannot take you nowhere,” Daddy said, shaking his head.

That was the part I liked best. The moment the atmosphere shifted and something I said floated up and stuck like a balloon that refused to leave the ceiling. I grinned as I devoured the last of my fries. 

“Alright, Miss. Comedian,” Daddy said, wiping his hands.  

“One more stop.”

I eyed him with suspicion. “We’re not going home?”

Daddy checked his watch before answering, 

“Do I look like the type of man who goes directly home?”

Daddy’s detours were epic. That day it was a pawn shop, the next time a car lot, and the week after that, a garage where everything was “just like new.” We pulled up to a storefront named “Treasures for Less & Pawn” highlighting, “GLD WATCHS GUITERS ELECRONICS” in lettering that had clearly never met a spellcheck.

Inside, a glass case held a pile of dreams at layaway prices. There were rings too fancy for daytime, a trumpet missing its mouthpiece, and a camera with a lens hanging on for dear life.  The clerk sized Daddy up and put his crossword puzzle aside.

“What are you looking for?” asked the clerk, a heavyset man wearing a too-tight tee shirt.

“Opportunity,” Daddy said. Then, with a wink, “Also, a DVD player under ten dollars.”

They haggled with the joy of men who would rather argue than breathe. I strolled the aisles and narrated to my imaginary audience. “Look at this. Somebody pawned a karaoke machine. 

That’s not a treasure. That’s a cry for help. And yet, I respect the hustle.”

My imaginary crowd went wild.

Daddy picked up a guitar, looking at it like it might sing his name. He didn’t play; he just posed, and for a second, he looked like a different version of himself, one that made all the right turns at the right times. Then he put the guitar down gently.  

We left with Daddy sputtering about his baseball cards, which he had pawned to pay the rent.

“I’ll be back to get my cards,” he told the man.

“Sure,” the man replied, laughing. “Faith is always a good thing.”

Daddy sucked his teeth. He left with nothing and everything.

“You hungry again?” he asked when we hit the outdoor air.

“Always,” I said.

“Me too,” he said, but his voice made it sound like he meant something else. 

In the car, he drummed the steering wheel and sang a song meant for a better singer. Daddy said we needed to run by the church, and that the church was sure to have something to eat. Nevermind the fact that our house was also sure to have something to eat, and that I wanted to be home. And what should have been a quick visit to drop off some of Daddy’s fliers turned into my debut. 

As we walked in, I could tell right away there was some type of concert happening, and I suddenly wanted to go back to the car.  A cacophony of loud noises made my ears hurt and my insides cry. And when I saw Mother Snodgrass, I knew it was just a matter of time before she blessed us with one of her piercing hymns. 

One of the ladies asked me to gather a few folding chairs to take to the basement. Each one of the chairs had something wrong with it, but I complied and carried the musty heap downstairs.  I leaned the chairs along the wall and took a minute to observe. The church basement smelled like meatballs and mildew. I plotted my escape. Ms. Delores from the usher board, however, was stage-managing with military precision and shut my secret plan down within minutes.

“Talent show starts in five,” she said, which in church time meant forty-five.

Talent show?

I wasn’t supposed to perform. I was there to eat, and at best, clap politely while seated on one of those raggedy chairs. But somebody dropped out, so somebody’s auntie said,  

“Bria’s got a mouth on her. Let her tell us a funny story.” 

And that, my friend, is how legends are made, how scandals begin.

They pushed me toward the little wooden stage where children went to sing slightly off-key about rainbows. My legs didn’t consult my brain, they just walked. My hands were sweaty.  I practiced a smile that didn’t belong to any expression I had ever owned, but there it was, stuck to my face and making me look like a simpleton. Ms. Delores placed a mic into my palm like it was her last act of service in Jesus’s name.

“Just say something nice,” she whispered. “No cussing.”

The lady acted like she knew me. 

The room buzzed. A toddler tumbled across the aisle with a balloon string wrapped around his ankle. Somewhere in the back,  a deacon unwrapped a peppermint with the discretion of a thunderstorm. I looked out at the crowd and time slowed down the way it did right before a jump rope hit my ankles when I was forced to participate in Double Dutch. My heart tried to beat its way out of my jumpsuit. I grabbed a breath, and then a bigger one, before speaking.

“Hi,” I said. The mic squealed, then silenced. “I’m Bria. I wasn’t on the program, but neither was that green Jell-O, and yet, here we are.”

A ripple of laughter. Real, not just polite. Heads tipped back.  A hand clapped unexpectedly. It landed. It actually landed. My insides lit up like a pinball machine. Emboldened, I tried another. “Quick question: Does the McRiley's ice cream machine work in heaven? Because if not, I’m not saying I’m going to the other place if theirs isn’t busted, but I am open to negotiation.”

Laughter rolled. Parents, kids, and even Ms. Delores cracked up. Someone in the back said, “That girl is funny!”

I started feeling myself. One good laugh and I thought I could fly. “So, anyway, last week I tried to make potato salad, and—”

Silence. Not a mean silence, just a confused one. A cough echoed somewhere left of the cookies. A plastic fork clacked. A child whispered, “She made what?”

My face tightened. The room tilted, and for a split second,  I considered faking a faint. 

Then I breathed and smiled big on purpose. “Aaaand that concludes the cooking portion of this program.”

They laughed again. 

“Thank you,” I said, handing the mic back to Ms. Delores as if it might explode. My hands shook so hard the cord nearly lassoed her. She squeezed my fingers and gave me my first praise in standup. “You did good, Bria,” she said. “Real good.”

I retreated to one of the raggedy, moldy folding chairs where my knees remembered how to be knees. Daddy walked over to me, beaming and clapping like my manager.

“You got it,” he said, voice hushed like we were in a library. “You really got it.”

I shrugged because shrugging was easier than shining. But inside my soul, a light popped on as I met my newfound self-assurance. At home, Mama was waiting with her arms crossed and her foot tapping to the tune of “Explain yourself.” It was a familiar serenade for Daddy.

“McRiley's again?” she said, sniffing the air like fries had a ghost. “And you had her up on a stage?”

“I had her at church,” Daddy said. “The stage just happened to be there.”

Mama shot him with a look that could kill. 

“Bria, baby, did you eat anything healthy at least?”

“Nuggets,” I answered. 

Mama closed her eyes and inhaled through her nose, like she was meditating. She despised junk food, and the only thing she hated more than junk food was her child eating it.

Mama and Daddy went back and forth much like the way of old songs– familiar, catchy, sometimes with humor, and sometimes with a little sadness. He said he needed a minute. She said minutes added up. He said he was trying. She said, ‘try harder.’ Their love language was debate. My love language was not getting in the middle. I set the table just to have a job and composed a grocery list that began with “vegetables” and ended with “ice cream machine that works.”

After the storm passed, Mama sat beside me on the couch.  

She fixed a curl behind my ear and found the child in me while I was busy feeling like an accomplished thirty-year-old woman.

“You were brave,” she said. An instant wave of warm fuzzies washed over me. “And I heard your jokes were really good. Smart. Almost as smart as you. But I have to admit something, Bria: I am not surprised one bit because greatness is in our DNA. Did you know you come from a long line of smart folks? Special people with all sorts of gifts? That’s why I know you’re going to go on and do big things. You’re special.”

I liked the sound of ‘special,’ and Bria Chambers doing ‘big things’ in one conversation. Especially coming from Mama.

“Thank you, Mama. I wish you had been there. It was so cool.”

“Next time, baby. Next time. In the meantime, I have a joke for you, too,” Mama said. I couldn’t wait to hear it.

“What has one wet hand, one dry hand, but no legs on which to stand?” I was stumped. Mama helped me out.

“A girl named Bria when she’s doing dishes a day later than she’s supposed to. Now get to it!” 

Mama’s phone rang. It was Mrs. Rhodes. She walked quickly out of the room and closed my parent’s bedroom door behind her. I could tell it wasn’t good news. Daddy helped me straighten up the kitchen and went to check on Mama. When he opened the door, I could tell she had been crying. She said we would talk in the morning, but that Jamie and her mother needed our prayers.

In bed, I prayed for Jamie and Mrs. Rhodes, though I didn’t know what I was praying for. I wanted to call Jamie, but my Daddy had borrowed my phone, and it was late. The noises from the living room stopped, and night sounds filled my room as the quiet reverberated. I replayed the church performance in my head like  a favorite song. I relived the first laugh, the second laugh, and the silence that had tried to swallow me, but failed.  
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