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Old Buildings in North Texas




To my husband, David, who encourages and supports me every day, who believes in me when I don’t believe in myself, and who helps me find my way from one end of a plot to the other.




The Situation


Before they’d let me out of rehab someone had to agree to act as my legal custodian. There it is, the snappy truth about why, at the age of thirty-two, I live with my mother. She now has control over every aspect of my life, from my finances to my laundry. One little cocaine-induced heart attack and it's back to my childhood to start over.


Jane, my therapist, says I need to acquire a hobby. Apparently deep introspection while smoking cigarettes and drinking coffee doesn’t count. So far I’ve dabbled in eschatology, zombie lore, and, just lately because it's an election year, politics.


“Maybe you should look into something a little less doomsday, something that doesn’t make everybody around you wish you’d go somewhere else,” Jane says. She disapproves of my libertarian leanings.


“Give me a list, Jane,” I tell her. “Give me a list of hobbies that’ll be acceptable to absolutely every person who has a say in every choice I make every single minute of every day.”


Beth Ann, the neighbor across the street from the house I grew up in and have returned to, makes quilts, vivid intricate quilts with evocative names like log cabin, nine patch, and saw-tooth stars. She ran out of people to give them to years ago and now when she finishes one she stores it in a mid-sized room that holds nothing but quilts, from floor to ceiling, from one side to the other, from back to front.


Her husband, Jerry, builds birdhouses — delicate abodes all decked out like human homes with tiny porches, painted shutters, and tile roofs. They, too, take up a lot of space — two whole walls of shelves in the garage, which Jerry turned into his work area in the early nineties. As to their purpose, I’m dubious. Quilts I can see a use for; decorated bird-houses, not so much.


Another result of addiction is court-mandated counseling. It’s hard for me to take my assigned therapist, Jane Gilley, seriously. We whispered and giggled together during two years of Mr. Finch's AP English. Now she looks at me with eyes so empathetic and wise that I want to throw something at her. She's gained weight and her hair is lighter than it used to be. On her desk sits a family portrait — Jane and her husband posing behind their two fair-haired children, each parent with a hand on the shoulder of a child. She keeps the picture turned toward us as we have our session, glancing at it every once in a while, seeking relief from my overflowing bitterness.


“Are you writing in your journal?”


“Every day.” This is a lie. Why would I want a record of this hell?


“Good. I’d think, as a writer, you’d find it cathartic.” She shifts, glances toward her lap, offering body language I can’t interpret. “We need to examine the background of your addiction.”


Convinced that there's some complex and profound neurosis behind my dependency, she brings this up every session. At her suggestion, I’ve contemplated my life before my fall into the abyss. Was I feeling empty? Was I seeking solace for some heartbreak or failure? Was I depressed and self-medicating? No. I was happy, climbing in my profession. My call on this is a simple one — I forgot who I was. I lost control. I wasn’t vigilant. When I’ve shared this insight with Jane, she's been unsupportive and disbelieving. She wants me to dig deeper, to present her with some long-buried pain or lack of fulfillment. Stubborn, she persists in her conviction that I am a bottomless well rather than a shallow pond.


“I hate the pills.” The two medications I’m on are standard — Xanax regulates my mind while Propranolol regulates my heart. Both make me feel exhausted and both give me insomnia. The result is a feeling of constant detachment, like I’m not even present in my own life.


“You really need to stick with the regime,” she says. “But for today, time's up.”


And I’m out of there. All the money I had in my bank account three months ago is gone. What didn’t go up my nose went to medical and legal costs, and I’m still deeply in debt. But I was lucky enough to implode before losing my car, a Honda Accord that I bought new three years ago. Now, because it's all that belongs to me in the whole world, I’m excessively appreciative. I wash and vacuum it weekly, check it daily for scratches, talk to it as though it's my only friend.


I wonder if car care counts as a hobby. I’ll ask Jane at our next session.


In Dallas I worked as the regulars’ editor for Dallas Flair, a local fashion magazine. It was my dream career, a grand life in the making. Here in Caprock, with my background (and I am impressive — BA in English from Rice, MA in Journalism from Columbia, magna cum laude in both) I should’ve been able to get a job on the newspaper, the Caprock Chronicle, which, as far as I can tell, is none too choosy. And there's a local magazine here, too, that I’m well-suited for. Called Caprock Comfort, it has more to do with home decorating than fashion, but still, its work I could do, a theme I could get behind. I like comfort as much as the next person.


Oddly, the reason I’m not working for one of these publications isn’t because I’m an addict or that I’m unqualified. It's because I left the area.


“Tech not good enough for you?” asked Stanley Mason, editor of the Caprock Chronicle. “Most of our staff went to Tech. Or Pan UT.” Located two hours to the south, Texas Tech is as far as most people from Caprock go for their higher education. And Pan UT, the panhandle branch of the University of Texas system, is even closer — half an hour to the southwest, in Gorman.


“Columbia? Isn’t that in New York?” asked Susan Riley, editor of Caprock Comfort. “Why’d you go way up there? That must have been horrible.”


One of the requirements of addiction recovery is gainful employment so, because I couldn’t get a job in my field, my mom imposed on her oldest and best friend, Zachary Palin, who has been a surrogate father to my sister Chloe and me. A famous jewelry designer, Zachary has a store in the mall and he's quite happy for me to stand behind the counter and wait on people when they wander in.


“Please, please, protect me from the public,” was his entreaty when I went to talk to him about the job.


I love Zachary. He's eccentric, self-absorbed, and composed primarily of affectations — a scrawny white pony-tail that hangs from the back of his tall Stetson; a classic red bandana knotted at his saggy throat; a plaid shirt with pearl snaps; a wide belt with a massive buckle he designed himself; faded Levi 501s; and brown hand-crafted boots with worn heels. And beneath the cowboy artifices, his heart is huge and loyal and generous. Giving me this job is only one of the million things he's done for me since I was a child.


I rush into the store, racing the second hand to the twelve. There are no customers. It looks like Zachary hasn’t completed opening shop — the recessed lighting hasn’t been turned on and the air is still stale. Perched on the elevated stool behind the central register, Zachary is talking on the phone.


“I won’t make them without meeting the two of you as a couple,” he says. Watching my arrival, he rolls his eyes, communicating how difficult it is to be so wonderful, so in demand. “Of course I’ll come to you, just like last time. Let me know well in advance because my schedule is very full.”


It's not unusual for Zachary to take off for distant shores to discuss wedding rings with celebs. It's a lucrative business. Zachary owns three Cadillacs and the largest house in Goodnight Hills, the affluent residential estate west of town. In contrast, this store in the mall makes no money whatsoever. When I asked him why he keeps it, he said it's because he needs a place to go when he isn’t at home or at our house. His daily routine is a triangle.


I stuff my purse into the box safe in the back room, clock in, and return to the front. Zachary's off the phone.


“Who's the latest client and where?” I ask, flicking the switch for the showcase lights and scanning the area to see what my first chores will be. There are fingerprints on the glass case over by the door. I grab the cleaner and cloth from beneath the counter and aim myself toward the offending smudges.


“Costa Rica. Grace Alonza and Burnett Tow.” A movie star and an NFL player.


“I thought they were both married to other people.”


“Not for long. I did the rings for both their marriages, so they’re repeat customers, which says something, I suppose. But I’m disappointed the first rings didn’t take. I’m going to design the next ones with fidelity as the first priority.”


That's Zachary's gimmick — he claims to contemplate the combined aura of the couple and infuse the metals of the rings with the spiritual qualities most conducive to a successful relationship for the individuals involved. What a lot of hooey. Only superstars can afford to be so gullible.


“Jane says I need a hobby,” I tell him.


“Everybody needs something to pass the time until they die,” he says.


“Do you have a hobby?”


“I design wedding rings for rich people.”


And with this irritating assertion hanging in the air, he meanders out into the mall, scuffing the heels of his cowboy boots toward the food court where he’ll flirt with the new hire at the cookie place, a pretty seventeen-year-old boy with golden hair, clear skin, and tight glutes.




Why Me?


I miss cocaine. I miss the way it made me feel intimately connected to the most distant corners of the universe. I miss the way it made me more than what I was. I worked better, moved quicker, looked classier, sounded smarter. Everything I did was thrilling and brilliant.


And if occasionally I felt jittery and angry, or if every once in a while I caught the shadow of a monster dancing at the edge of my periphery, it was worth it. I told myself that I wasn’t addicted — right up until I was seized by a pain in my chest so powerful and terrifying that I thought I was dying. And I was.


Now instead of using, I long to use. Instead of flying, I’m grounded by the dull drag of the earth's core. I was told the need would grow less intense with time. And it has. At first I felt like I was missing half my soul. Now I only feel like a quarter of me's gone. A few months ago the craving was constant. Now I can go five minutes at a time without hearing the seductive sigh of my most cherished friend.


And these days my paycheck goes straight into my mother's hands rather than into the hands of various friends; and by friends I mean dealers. In an effort to avoid the humiliation of bankruptcy, and also because she believes that honorable people meet their financial obligations, Mom sits down with me weekly and goes over my finances, meticulously” allocating and writing out checks to all the people I owe. Most of the debt is medical — eight hundred for the ambulance, twelve thousand to the hospital, thirteen thousand to the rehab facility. Also there's about ten thousand in unpaid credit card debt and a couple of thousand I borrowed from friends. Debt is an insurmountable wall between me and my future.


Mom also organizes my doses of medication into small click-top containers, doling them out daily, not even able to trust me with my own stupid pills. Her fingers are thinner than they once were and the blue veins on the back of her hands are more prominent, but she is still youthful and strong, still in complete charge of her world.


I wasn’t the only one who used. I didn’t know a single person who didn’t amp on a regular basis. Co-workers, friends I went out with, people I saw occasionally, people I saw every day — they all used. Now I’m forbidden to communicate with any of them. Am I resentful? Hell yes. Why did this happen to me and not Mary, who won’t even get out of bed until she has, as she puts it, found her center; or Erik, whose feet haven’t touched the ground in five years? Why does one person fall hard when another doesn’t stumble at all? This is one of the issues I’m supposed to be dealing with in therapy, but so far Jane seems to be mainly focused on replacing my bad habit with a healthy one.


“I think Jane's on the right track with her hobby idea,” my mother says. “But my theory is that when you’re depressed you should do something for someone else. Helping people lends perspective. Why don’t you volunteer at the shelter on Fillmore?”


“A high percentage of people at shelters are addicts. Jane would not approve. And I’m not depressed.”


“Sure you are. Look at all you’ve lost. Just thinking about your life depresses me and I’m not even the one living it.” She's confused and disappointed. What happened to her golden daughter? Her misplaced expectations make me ache all over.


We’re sitting on the patio in back of the house. Evenings in Caprock can be pleasant this time of year. Around seven o’clock, after a day of oppressive heat, a playful breeze begins to push the air around and the temperature drops several degrees. During the full light of day everything looks brown and dry, but when the pink sun sinks to the edge of the sky the teasing shadows can fool a person into seeing the leaves of the trees and the blades of grass as vivid green; it's an illusion, but an enjoyable one.


Mom's having a glass of wine and I’m having herbal tea. No wine for me — doesn’t mix with my meds. With my laptop open on the table, I’m clicking through internet sites looking at hobby possibilities.


“Skydiving,” Mom suggests. “That’d give you the rush you seem to crave.”


“Looked into it. Can’t afford it.” She doesn’t seem to comprehend that it doesn’t matter what I do, there will be no rush for me. My mood and heart rate are so pharmaceutically regulated these days that nothing gets me excited.


“How about starting a collection?”


“Of what? Spoons? Stamps? Shouldn’t a collection be something you care about?”


“Well then, what do you care about?”


“Candycaine, gutter glitter, wacky dust, rail.” When did I become so snide? I clarify— “Cocaine, Mom. I care about cocaine.”


“You’ve been down that road and look where it got you.”


I’m being bitchy and she's losing patience. I light a cigarette, inhale deeply, release a cloud. There are issues between us that we don’t address. She feels helpless, which she hates; so there's resentment. She wonders where she was when I was getting in too deep. She thinks she failed as a mother, that if I was unprepared it's because she didn’t prepare me; so there's guilt. Also, my weakness has made her overly protective. She's a hawk and I’m her chick.


“I hate that you smoke.”


“One vice at a time,” I tell her for the hundredth time. I, too, hate that I smoke. The only place to smoke at work is outside in the cruel sun, in an allocated square of sidewalk fifty feet from the north entrance. People glare and circle at a distance, offended by the smoke. I’m ostracized.


Also, Mom's a nurse in the pulmonary unit of the hospital, which means she's more aware than most of the damage cigarettes cause.


“Look at this one,” I say. “If that's not a worthwhile hobby I don’t know what is.”


I turn the computer toward her. Two overweight bearded men gaze proudly from the screen. They’re standing behind a replica of the bat cave they made out of Lego, a project that, according to the accompanying article, took an eight-hundred-hour chunk out of their lives.


“Hello? Ya’ll back here?” Zachary's voice reaches us only seconds before the gate creaks open and his head pops through.


“Olivia needs a hobby,” Mom tells him.


“So I heard.” He comes fully through the gate and pulls it closed behind him. He's changed his cowboy shirt for a vintage Grateful Dead T-shirt, but the jeans, boots, bandana, and Stetson remain. Approaching, he holds out a bottle of cabernet.


“So far we’ve got Lego and collecting street names for cocaine.” Mom accepts the wine, rises, and crosses to the door to go inside and uncork it.


Zachary collapses into the third seat, leans back, and crosses his ankle over his knee. He comes over most evenings.


“Karen closing tonight?” Karen is his other clerk. With a worn face and achy movements, she looks and acts older than she is. I was surprised the other day to learn that she's thirty-six. I’d thought she was around fifty.


“Yep.”


I turn the computer screen toward him so he can see the middle-aged geeks with their Lego.


“Wow,” he says. “Which bat cave? There are so many. This is so cool.” He pulls the computer toward him, hunches and squints, then proceeds to read the entire accompanying article. What a nerd.


After a few minutes Mom comes back out, places a glass of red on the table in front of Zachary, and once again takes her seat.


I regain my laptop and continue to click through hobby blogs as Mom and Zachary share news about their day. As usual, their words bump in mid-air without any real exchange of ideas. Zachary complains because the mayor's daughter has asked him to make the rings for her upcoming nuptials, but she feels she should get a discount because she's local and local people can’t afford to pay what movie stars pay. And Mom says how someone in the neighborhood turns their dog loose every morning and what does the dog do? Heads straight to our yard to do its business. She's mentioned this several times and I honestly don’t know what she can do to stop it.


I’m amazed by how many meaningless things people do to pass the time. Shouldn’t life be more about living than filling the hours? There are thousands and thousands of hobbies — passive ones like building collections, making scrapbooks, and cutting coupons; and more adventurous ones like mountain climbing, skateboarding, and cave diving. None of this appeals; I am lazy with an exaggerated fear of pain. I carry my search into even more extreme categories — wild animal taming, storm chasing, bungee jumping, and — hang on. Here's an intriguing one that takes very little, if any, outlay of cash.


Urban exploration. Urbexing. Finding ways into abandoned buildings and sneaking around. In essence, trespassing. It sounds bizarre and dirty. Rats and spiders would be involved. I’m fascinated. The construction of a building is a grand undertaking. Creating a structure consumes manpower and money. There’re so many factors involved — land and materials, plumbing and electricity, planning, red tape, and occupancy. A building has value. And then it’s just left as it stands, relinquished to the elements. Why?


I guess I inadvertently signal interest by shifting or blinking, because when I look up Mom and Zachary are staring at me.


“What?” I ask.


“Did something catch your attention?” Big-eyed and leaning toward me, Mom looks so hopeful.


“No.” Feeling guilty for no reason, I quickly close the screen. She would be appalled to think I was even considering such a thing.


Lately I’ve been so self-absorbed that I’ve forgotten one of the qualities I enjoy most about myself — my curiosity. When I’m not awash in self-pity, or when I’m not obsessing over my lost friend, Big Bloke, I cultivate a lively interest in things that are absolutely none of my business. Some would say I’m nosy. I love thinking about how other people live. I want to know what thoughts go through their heads as they work on Lego projects and make quilts and birdhouses. I want to understand motives and reactions, emotions and priorities. The concept of exploring a building where people used to create or labor, or a home where people slept, ate, and watched television offers me a whole new playground, an enticing distraction for someone who desperately needs one. And a specific house east of town has been whispering my name since I was a little girl.




The Meskar Place


Ten miles east of town, situated a half-mile off FM 92 and surrounded by six thousand acres of grazing land, is the Meskar Mansion. Mansion is a misnomer, due more to a local fondness for alliteration than design or proportion; in fact, if compared in size to the new homes going up on the west side, it's quite modest. Built in the nineteen-twenties, its reminiscent of an era and culture alien to the Texas panhandle. With soaring columns, dormer windows, and a wrap-around balcony trimmed with intricately molded iron, the elegant structure evokes visions of genteel southern belles, arrogant pasty-faced men, and dark slaves who were either content or rabid, depending on their natures. But while the rich soil of the south nourishes magnolia trees, clinging honeysuckle, and Spanish moss, the hard hostile dirt of northern Texas supports only mesquite, a gnarled shrub that offers no beauty or grace. And so the grand plantation home stands alone with no chlorophyll to frame it, no festooned branches to enhance its lines.


There is no great mystery surrounding the house that would account for my interest, except that it’s unique in the area and was once inhabited by people who were rich and powerful, and that thirty years ago the owner, Eubert Meskar, sole and final heir to the Meskar fortune, locked the doors and left in a huff.


I park on a side road, half a mile east of the house. A tumbleweed pirouettes across the hood of my Honda. Barbed wire stretches in front and behind as far as I can see. My car will be visible — everything's visible on this flat, flat land — but it's off the main road so it won’t draw attention.


Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, with my hiking boots to see me through any catastrophe my feet may encounter, I’m desperate for an adventure. A backpack is flopped sideways on the passenger seat. In it are a few items the advisory website said I would need — a flashlight, Band-Aids, a phone, and leather work gloves.


I’ve chosen to ignore two recommendations — the first being that I tell someone where I’m going, the second that I take a partner. Who would I tell? Who would I take? The people who used to know me don’t want to know me now.


Backpack in hand, I emerge and circle the car. As intended, the fence is a deterrent — but not an overwhelming one. Tossing the backpack over the fence, I get a foothold on the rear bumper, clamber to the trunk, then to the roof. Scooting to the right, I position my heels on the lower window frame, and push off, landing with an “oof!” on the other side. See? Easily done, leaving only a set of shoe prints on the trunk and a sliding butt print on the roof.


Brown clouds drift from my heels as I hike cross-country. I cover the distance comfortably, humming as I shamble forth, enjoying the hot sunshine on my back. Mom, who monitors my movements more closely now than she did when I was thirteen, thinks I’m seeing a movie and then running errands. I’m not supposed to keep secrets. It's part of this rehab agreement that my every action and decision be approved by Mom and Jane.


With every step I take the house grows larger until it looms right in front of me, bigger and more derelict than it appears from the road. Every window is coated with layers of grit; shingles are strewn over the ground, flung by some long-ago storm; some of the planks of the balcony are rotted through.


First, the garage. I try each of the three pull-up doors, but they don’t budge. I turn the knob on the side door and it opens with a squeak. I’m met by a foul current, a sharp gamey stink that brings tears to my eyes.


A furtive rustle draws the beam of the flashlight upward. It takes a few seconds of adjustment for my mind to comprehend what my eyes are seeing — bats hang from every rafter and cranny. Lowering the light, I gaze at all the guano — so much guano that normal objects are rendered amorphous under its depths. I can’t even tell what it is I’m seeing; the mountain in the center might be a car, the hill at the back could be a table, the pyramid in the corner must be a ladder.


I close the door. I’m not squeamish. In fact, I think coming across a real live bat cave is kind of excellent. Certainly more excellent than building a pretend one out of Lego.


I turn my attention to the house.


From what I gathered from the website, urbexers recognize a difference between gaining admittance into an abandoned structure, and breaking and entering — a collective rationalization if ever I’ve seen one. Nevertheless I’m compelled to at least try to be true to the code, and to that end I’d prefer not to break windows or force locks. The porch feels dry and fragile beneath my heavy boots as I shuffle around, trying every door and window. They’re all locked.


But people never lock their upstairs windows and doors.


Donning the gloves, I return to the garage and, making as little noise as possible so as not to disturb, tiptoe in and grab the guano-encrusted ladder.


I brush the filth off its steps, situate it beneath the balcony, and clamber up. After testing the integrity of the iron railing and finding it firm, I pull myself upward, balancing on the edge for only a second before swinging my leg over. I step carefully; the boards aren’t in great shape.


The first door I try is unlocked. It opens with a sucking noise, like it’s been vacuum sealed. I step inside and close the door behind me.


The first thing I notice is the silence. And the stillness. I don’t know that I’ve ever been in a place so suspended. For several seconds I remain unmoving as I inhale the passage of time.


I seem to have entered through the household office. An ugly desk dominates — an oversized flat surface with no style or craftsmanship to soften its harsh angles. A portrait of a serious-faced man is mounted behind the desk. Judging from the width of the tie and the cut of the lapel, this was painted in the late seventies, early eighties — so this must be Eubert, the last Meskar. The entire room is paneled in dark dull wood, an oppressive decorative trend I’ve never much cared for. An electric typewriter sits in the middle of the desk. Beside the typewriter is a rotary phone.


A leisurely walk-through of the house takes an hour. Every room is fully furnished. There are six bedrooms, four bathrooms, three full-sized living areas, two dining areas, formal and informal, a game room with a pool table, and a music room with a baby grand piano. The ornaments are lovely and valuable — the lamps are Tiffany, the vases are Waterford, the china in the sideboard is Wedgwood.


Though I find it difficult to believe that I’m the first person to venture here in the last thirty years, the condition of the house tells me this must be so. Every bed is made up. The flowerpot on the windowsill in the front parlor holds the withered outline of some long-dead plant.


I can also tell that before Eubert Meskar's abrupt departure, he was the only one living here. I arrive at this conclusion because of the few remaining toiletries in the master bathroom — a tube of toothpaste, a cracked and yellowed sliver of soap, a tube of hemorrhoid ointment. None of the other bathrooms have any products at all, only towels stacked in closets. The dishes in the dishwasher tell the same story — one plate, one sauce pan, one glass, one spoon. Here's the story I’ve heard about why Eubert Meskar left:


He wanted to build an office building on Holt Road, a worthwhile project that would have put money in many pockets, mostly his. But the city planning committee, envious of his wealth and resentful toward his attitude of entitlement, was reluctant to approve it. Several months of bickering followed during which people took sides and enemies were made, until, in a final mean gesture, the committee denied his petition. Enraged, he closed his house and all his businesses — the copper smelter, two car dealerships, three restaurants, four dry cleaners, ten Quik-Stop Marts, and two drive-through beer stops — and left town, taking his money elsewhere and leaving Caprock economically crippled for several years.


I don’t know what I expected to get out of this excursion. I’m all alone poking around in the house of a guy who was also all alone. That poor angry man, betrayed by people he thought were his friends; leaving the house he’d lived in all his life. He was a businessman who wanted to do business. What was wrong with that? I wonder where he is now.


I need to be getting home, but I just want to take a quick glance at the attic. Access is through an undersized door at the end of the second-floor hallway. The narrow stairs squeak in protest as I ascend.


Filtered through the filthy dormers, the light from outside translates into a weak brown haze. Odd pieces of furniture are stored here — an old baby bed, a recliner missing its back, a chest of drawers with no knobs.


Several cardboard boxes form a tower next to the wall on the left. “Winnie” is scrawled on the side of the top box. I’ve heard about Winona, Eubert's younger sister who died in a car accident in the early seventies. I approach and, lowering the box, rip the dry tape from the top. Pictures, report cards, awards, and certificates — her whole childhood, all neatly stored and saved for posterity. There are a few clothing items which must have been favorites. I shake out a pale blue sweater. It smells musty and the bulky stitches indicate that it’s handmade. Beneath the sweater is a doll, still in its original packaging. Behind the plastic is a miniature girl with brown hair, brown eyes, and a frilly pink dress. It’s a Chatty Cathy; apparently she says eighteen different things when you pull a string. Why would anyone keep this as one of Winona's cherished possessions when she wasn’t even fond enough of it to take it out of the box?


It's time to go. On impulse, I stuff the doll in my backpack, a souvenir of my first urbexing expedition.


The fingerprints left on the few items I’ve touched are the only indication that I was in the house. I lock the front door from the inside before pulling it closed behind me. Replacing the ladder in the garage, I head toward my car. It was easier to get inside the barbed wire than it is to get out. I have no choice but to crawl under, and I end up with a really nasty six-inch scratch on my back.




Daughters who Disappoint


Jane wears the same kind of boring clothes every day — straight-legged pants with sweater sets in solid colors. Today the pants are navy and the sweater set is a delicate yellow. The fabric across her thighs is stretched to its limits, a reminder that we all have our addictions.


“It’s time for you to admit how angry you are with yourself.” She says it like it’s the first time she's brought it up, but it isn’t. These sessions tend to be redundant, which is irritating.


“‘I’m not.”


“Right now you’re taking it out on everybody else, but sooner or later you’re going to figure out who it is you’re really mad at.”


“Oh please.” I sound like a ten-year-old.


She shifts in her seat and crosses her legs at the knee, drawing attention to her feet in their open-toed sandals. Her feet are like wedges of strawberry cheesecake — smooth and creamy and pink. Her toenails are coral and glossy, cut in the French style, straight across the top with the white edge delineated.


“Anger turned inward can lead to self-destructive behavior,” she says. “So I think we should discuss how you’re going to handle your anger when it hits.”


“What kind of self-destructive behavior?” I hope she’ll give me some good ideas. But, well trained, she deflects.
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