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For all the old friends whose lives enriched me
so wonderfully. And for all their loved ones,
who endure the loss.


Their names remain in the heart.









Some of the people mentioned within this book
are well known but other names and
identifying details have been changed









JUNE 2020









The first text I sent was like a warning when I reread it.




I fell on the beach today.





Then I fell a second time two days later. After limping back to the car, I texted the same friend.




Alone on the beach. And another fall. Bad omens.





But I didn’t press the ‘send’ button. There are parts of me I never like to share in written words. I suppose that’s what makes me a writer.









JUNE 2021









One year and two operations later; I had been in Beaumont hospital twice in the space of six months for operations on the spine that might have left me in a wheelchair or incontinent or just dead, and having been restored to health by the hands of so many gifted doctors and nurses, I felt a kind of inundation of light. I could only describe it as an intimate experience. An encounter. I don’t want to say religious experience because that might put you off.


It was a transformation not of my own making. I can’t adequately relate how terrified I was of hospital, of scalpels and knives and ink marks on my eyebrow and marks all along my spine and tight surgical socks and hospital gowns that tied up at the back. I didn’t like one bit of it. Though I pretended I was not bothered. I hid under the blankets. I sheltered beneath the soft voices in my earphones. I counted every day like a decade until I was free.


One day a friend phoned. I saw his name on the screen and decided not to answer.


Then he called again. This time I did pick up.


‘How are you?’


‘I’m fine,’ says I. ‘How are you?’


He went on to talk about the immediate reason for his call. Someone we both knew when we were students had died. I expressed sadness, and then went on to talk about the old days, politics, various television programmes, and an amount of books that either one or both of us had recently read.


We were almost at the end of the chat when he turned again to me.


‘But how are you?’ he asked again.


I said actually I’m great but I couldn’t talk just now and that I might call him back in a week or so.


He hung up and I wondered what had just happened.


He was a friend. I was in hospital. Yet I never told him. I was feeling dejected, anxious and perhaps slightly depressed. I never told him anything.


‘You play your cards very close to your chest,’ someone once said to me years ago, when she couldn’t construe what I was thinking.


I had not written to my old school friend for years. Never texted nor phoned. He did all the work. And I suppose it was when I got sick that I noticed it most. I lived with my worries bottled up inside me. He phoned regularly, pouring out his woes, and leaving nothing bottled up. And then he would go on to inquire how I was doing, and I would put up a guard, a shield, a ring of steel, and the conversation became a game to prevent him extracting anything from me.


When you get ill and then recover, a sense of elation overwhelms the body. That’s why I went to the coast. Gratitude can be so intense that you need to be alone with it. You need to nurture it. Bring it to the surface and offer it to the gods, to Jesus maybe, or Buddha or whomsoever is your mentor deity. Gratitude is a sensation so beautiful that you almost feel glad that you got sick in the first place.


Not that I was out of the woods. One year and two operations later I was at the coast. I arrived at the end of April and I was still very fragile. But I stood at the edge of the ocean. It was blue. I lay on the sand and I stretched myself to look up. It felt like blue eyes in the blue universe were watching me. Illness had been like an ocean and my body a small boat tossed here and there. Recovery was like finding land safely. Now I was overwhelmed with gratitude, as if the same ocean of suffering had contained a hidden motherly presence. After all, I had survived.


I wanted to give thanks, and the ocean seemed the place that was calling out to me, now tender in its splendour and gentleness.


The wind was in my ears as if someone spoke:


‘I can take care of your wound,’ the wind seemed to say. ‘I can take care of your heart. I can take care of every detail. You must only think of me.’


A comforting message but to whom was I speaking?


‘You don’t have to tell anyone,’ she whispered. ‘It can be our secret.’


And that was the first day.


As Rumi says, the wound is where the light comes in.


The beach had been the scene of the crime, because it was there I first noticed things were going wrong with my body. But I was returning to the place of the storm, metaphorically, and acknowledging it as the most beautiful place in the world, on the edge of the ocean in Donegal.


It was here that I’d fallen ill, and I thought it would complete the journey if I returned here to rest. Not to be physically mended, because that had already happened, but rather to be healed in the heart, and to savour the light that was flooding into me in the wake of a sickness that could have finished me off, had it not been for modern medicine.


And it was here that I planned to stay, for a full year, until the spring of 2022, by the water’s edge with only occasional visits home to Leitrim, and occasional visitations from the beloved who would come up from Leitrim to mark the seasons, the feast days, the family days, the birthdays and death days. But essentially I was committed to retreat, to an embrace of solitude and to the ocean, to give thanks simply for being alive.


Watching the light every day dance on the waves and the waves fall like thunder on the shoreline and on the rocks along the broken islands around the beach. At night the wind bringing the sea to me in roars that tore the darkness asunder from one Good Friday to the next.


I was released from hospital on Good Friday of 2021 and arrived at the shoreline at the end of April. It was the beginning of the most wonderful retreat I have ever embarked on. The beginning of what in Islam they call the longest spiritual journey a human being can ever make – the journey from the head to the heart.









AUGUST 2022









I look back now at the old me. The person I was before August 2022. Before the operations. Before I wrote the letters.


For many years the only ash on my face in Lent came from the stove in the studio shed where I lingered for years, and through the lockdowns, like a miner trapped underground, daydreaming about the lovely world that existed outside. I wrote about it. And I felt my way into the world with words and sentences and books. But I lived alone, because I lived without God. And I endured modernity with great melancholy, because I lived only with the memory of God.


Over the years I had privatised my religious practice and eventually my only refuge was my father’s bookcase in the corner of the studio, its shelves decked with bells and candles and holy icons. It was a tiny museum of deities, Buddhist and Christian icons, and various artefacts and ritual objects gathered over the years.


I touched each object with nostalgia: the Indian incense holder I bought in the Dandelion Market, the Tibetan water bowls I brought home from Mumbai, and the mala beads that were a gift from a monk in Mongolia. On a separate shelf were three sets of Christian beads.


My mother’s beads were made of precious green stones, linked together by an ornate silver chain, and which I called her Laura Ashley rosary because the green of the beads matched the curtains in her bedroom. When she was in the golf club my mother always held her teacup with thumb and forefinger, and when in church she always brought forth the beads from her purse with a flourish of stylish sanctity.


The second rosary on the shelf belonged to my grandmother. The beads were brown and shaped like little orange pips with a grim black crucifix attached. The crucifix contained nothing of the joy that Jesus promised, but instead was charged with a sense of human agony and pain.


And the fact that the beads were once entwined around my grandmother’s ivory fingers in death didn’t incline me to use them. For me they evoked a time when yellow flypaper hung from every kitchen ceiling, a Tilley lamp lit the way to musty bedrooms, and the toilet was out in the yard.


I wasn’t one for reciting the rosary, but maybe I was just superstitious enough to drop one into the bottom of a suitcase whenever I was travelling.


The final set of beads on the shelf were my own. I bought them in a gift shop in Assisi many years ago when I was flitting about Italy with my daughter, hoping that a grand tour of churches and monasteries might imbue her with a sense of awe and admiration for the cultural heritage of the continent. A fanciful notion on my part, although we did end up purchasing lots of holy stuff in the gift shop, because St Francis was very much a lover of animals, and there were sufficient donkeys, birds and fishes in his entourage to impress any eight year old.


A monastic gift shop holds much the same allure as a shopping mall in Tenerife. Instead of handbags, wallets and other leather accessories, there are a hundred types of rosary, and even I couldn’t resist the compulsion to purchase something. I chose a rosary that was made of wood and threaded with a simple black cord because its rustic simplicity reminded me of a time when I had friends who played guitar at folk masses and wore sandals.


But you might think that illness would have made me more religious. Instead it did the opposite. I woke to the reality that all my mentor deities and saints and angels were plaster or wooden carvings that sat on shelves gathering dust, and that alone in a room was no way to embrace the mystery of life, no matter what beads you prayed with.


Every week I set out tablets in a seven-day dispenser; pills to stabilise my blood pressure and regulate the heart. My creaking limbs grew heavy with age, and the lockdowns were interrupted only by trips to various hospitals for routine check-ups. I accepted a daily dose of tablets as just another sign of ageing.


I remember heading for town one morning in Leitrim when I saw a neighbour sitting on his roof, lying against the tiles as he stripped plaster off a chimney. I was alarmed at his dexterity and daring, because he was as old as myself.


I opened the car window and observed that it was a fine day.


‘The chimney is leaking,’ he said. ‘The mother sits in the kitchen watching the damp come down the walls, so I have to do something. Don’t let the old man in, as they say.’


‘Well, at least you’re keeping busy,’ I suggested.


Although personally I felt that being busy was over-rated. I was in the garden with clippers that afternoon pruning a rose bush, a shrub my mother brought to the house years ago. But after a few moments I fled to a bench, wrapped my coat around me and began brooding, because my mother had crept into my head once again and I needed to sit with her awhile.


It was ten years since she was wrapped in the silence of a Cavan graveyard in 2012. Although during the lockdowns I noticed with curiosity that I was regularly ambushed by a sense of her presence. I no longer saw her in a coffin, or buried in the cold wet clay, and when I went there to stand at the tombstone, occasionally I could no longer connect her presence with the heavy marble monument or the faded plastic flowers in their little glass dome that rested on the white pebble stones of the grave.


Instead I felt her presence in the trees when the wind blew, and in the kitchen when the aroma of apple tart wafted in the air, or indeed on the beach in Bundoran where she, like me, once was ambushed by the joy of youth.


Mother was everywhere as a comforting background noise, or presence.


‘Comforting’, indeed, was the word I used; as I took my tablets, as I made another journey to outpatients, and as I viewed the endless flow of news about wars and pandemics and unhinged political leaders, in a world where nothing seemed to be at all well.


But comfort wasn’t quite enough when I was in hospital.


Like everyone else, I want to hope. I want to defy the bleakness and the grief that gathers around us. Faced with grim outcomes, I began to understand that my salvation lay in others, and that my damnation was at my own hand, every time I closed the door to keep the world at bay.


Does it seem strange that I would then fly to where the land ends and the ocean begins, leave even my beloved behind and walk the beaches for 12 months composing letters and emails of confession and regret? I suppose yes, it was strange, especially when those I wrote to could not possibly read a word I wrote, apart from my old school friend. Perhaps the only way to make sense of it is to share the letters with you.


And the first of them was to him.









To an Old School Friend


April 2021




Thanks for the text. To be honest, I’m completely fucked. And thanks for the phone calls. You’re a great communicator. You’re kind of unrelenting sometimes, the way you keep in touch. But it’s only now that I appreciate it. I always feel bad when I get a message from you and don’t respond. Or sometimes I respond and tell you nothing. I know sometimes I’ve been on the phone with you for an hour, listening to your woes, and told you nothing, which people might think is kindly but it’s also sly. It’s a way of hiding.


Whereas you have been so loyal over the years, constantly keeping in touch through emails and phone calls and texting me every chapter of your life story and all your sorrows and joys.


You wanted to know where I have been? Well, I was in hospital at the beginning of 2021. I had an operation to embolise a fistula in the spine. Don’t bother looking it up. It was just a leaking pipe that needed to be plugged. They did the job, but it opened up again and then they had to do open surgery on the spine to get at it manually. I think it’s fixed now and I’m in Donegal on my own crying like a sore cat. I hope you’re okay. I heard your friend died. But at our age we’re only biding our time until the next catastrophe.


I moved about the beginning of the year nervous of Covid and in pain, unable to walk much or even bend to pick up clothes off the floor. It was March when I returned to Beaumont for the open surgery on an artery in my spine which they tell me was successful. And afterwards it was all rest and time to heal. Which is why I came here to the ocean. I like the long days of solitude. Just me and the waves. When it’s all around me the sea becomes a form of company.


Sometimes I think I might create a comedy show from my failures. A detached retina, a heart attack, colitis and depression. But this last little mischief, this arteriovenous fistula, sending the blood in the wrong direction around my body, it nearly finished me off. If it weren’t for the team in Beaumont I’d be dead, or sitting in a wheelchair waiting for my legs to go numb and my guts to die even while I’m alive. So you can guess that I’m actually feeling good. Grateful. And I suppose illness is a rite of passage.


I have begun to see more clearly that something waits for me, for you, for us all, at the end of the corridor. It might be a room or a trolley or a quiet nursing-home day room. And that’s if we are lucky to have time before the end. The spinal operation for me was a threshold into fragility. And I welcomed it. No, not because I’m heroic. But it seemed like common sense. There was only one alternative and that was to rage against it. And raging against it would be folly on two levels. Firstly there are so many others suffering so much more than me, that in context my difficulties are trivial. And secondly, I believe that rage would have only made me more uncomfortable.


I don’t practise religion. I brood on it. I’m not on any moral high ground philosophically, but from time to time I do recognise that religion can be useful in the way that psychotherapy is useful.


So maybe this illness is the best thing that ever happened to me. It awakened in me a childhood fragility, and when I walk along the beach I experience a strange sense of belonging. It’s like joy in the air. I feel loved now more deeply than ever.





I couldn’t believe I wrote that last sentence. Yet I pressed ‘send’ before thinking it through. And then he replied.




You are loved.





And this is another old male I’m emailing. Two silverback gorillas would be more likely to email love poems to each other than us.


But I couldn’t stop now.




Let me put it another way. When I was awake at night and the door had opened to all the dark horses, as John Moriarty would say, and when they were stomping around inside me I would leave my open hand on the pillow and imagine it to be in the hand of some saint or other. I’m promiscuous about saints. I don’t even categorise them into different religions.


St Bernard, Teresa and Padre Pio sit alongside the glorious buddhas and dakinis and wisdom teachers from all the world religions. There’s a beautiful Tibetan practice around what is called the jewel tree, which I have sometimes used. In this practice the meditator sits in a straight position and visualises a great lake, and in the lake there is an island and on the island is a great tree.


This is the tree of wisdom. And on the tree, along its branches from top to bottom, are all the wisdom teachers of the world and through history. And at the top of the tree is my own particular mentor deity. It might be Mary, or Jesus, the prophet, blessed be his name, or a modern Gandhi. It might be one of my beloved friends who has passed away. It all depends on the mood I’m in. I love this way to meditate, because it has a personal dimension; the intimacy of holding in my heart a mentor deity, and at the same time it has a cosmic dimension — gathering into one visualisation the entire family of humanity represented by wisdom teachers from all the corners of the universe.





I don’t even wait to re-read, or check for typos. When the time comes I just press ‘send’. Like diving into the sea without thinking.


Don’t allow yourself to have second thoughts.




Lying in hospital at night while nurses move quietly around the bed, checking some change in a patient’s blood pressure, or helping relieve someone’s pain, with my face sideways on the pillow, feeling uncomfortable because of the 30 staples buttoned down my spine, where they opened my back, I’m overwhelmed with anxiety, wondering if I’ll ever have the use of my legs again. I put my open hand beside my face on the pillow and imagine it in another hand, maybe the hand of the holy mother of God, and in no time at all I am sleeping like a baby. A sense of belonging takes away the pain.


Because anxiety is underpinned by the fear of being alone. And it’s only when we are alone that we are forced to find belonging at a deeper level.


The portal is opened.


The parameter of the self is broken down and, despite the stampede of dark horses, there is in me a capacity to reach out, imaginatively, and place an open hand in the hand of the holy mother.


Or sometimes it is the hand of another human being. And sleep comes. I don’t do it for philosophical reasons. And not because I care about the ideology of any religion. I don’t even do it because it’s useful and healing. I just do it because I want to belong.





‘Send’.


And it’s gone.


And I’m glad. Because I don’t care now. I know that healing requires this discipline. Don’t think twice. Send it. Say it. Risk it.




I have never spoken like this to anyone. I’m terrified of being caught out by what I say. An old professor of mine would quote the adage verbum scriptum manet — as if writing anything down was a mistake because it could catch you out in later life. So I’ve never written these things. I leave them unsaid. Because it’s safer. Which is why I write so few letters. But the illness clarified for me the value of paying attention to others. And paying attention to the imagined others in my soul. The necessity of embodying a relationship with the invisible world and affirming that I belong in the universe in this moment and in this body, by shaping mentor deities with my imagination and speaking to them. These are whispers. These are secrets. These are prayers. Why am I telling you this?





There was no immediate response. I had gone too far.




Maybe you can understand why I’m alone now at the shoreline of the ocean. And why after the illness I wanted to be here alone. And why I talk to you. How I talk to you because I talk to God. And God says, talk to him. Talk to the other humans. And I say, what? I leave the humans to be alone at the shoreline so I can talk to God and God says talk to the humans?


I don’t know. As I said earlier, I’m fucked. It’s being here alone that brings fragility out in me. And I like that. It’s new for me to be this fragile.





So here I am on the beach. I have been here a single moment, an afternoon, but it has lasted four seasons, through summer and winter, here, in the same moment, on and off, attending to the waves, and listening for something.


Between daylight and darkness there is a crack. Between one word and another there is a silence. Between waking and sleeping there is an island. I’ve been listening for something to come through those cracks. Some whispering from the far end of my little universe. But only when some new illness afflicts me, or touches me, do I really hear the great whispering.


It’s like a lover. That’s the paradox.




It was Holy Week, 2021. I was daydreaming in the busy ward; consultants and their entourages coming and going to different beds like pilgrims attending to the bones of saints.


I was in bed for a week before they operated, and a week afterwards recovering, with staples in my back and a catheter buried in my bladder. Pain can be destructive but the spaces in between the pain are useful for meditation. The first time they attached a catheter was during the operation. I woke with it already in place. I swam up out of the anaesthetic much weaker than before, my energy depleted from various drugs.


I had not been expecting a catheter.


When I felt it between my legs I was devastated. Not just because of the pain if I moved but because it humiliated me. It’s a long rubber tube, transparent so you can see urine passing through, and blood if there is blood. It collects in a bag hung from a hook on the side of the bed. I woke in a transition ward. A teenage boy lay in the bed opposite. He held a teddy bear and wore a funny red hat the staff had given him so he wouldn’t scratch his head where they had operated. He was like a clown, or a Christ from a painting by Goya.


I didn’t want to look at him. He laughed without reason, as if he were mocking me. Or as if he were being scourged inside. I wondered was he real or just a figment of my imagination.


An emanation of my unconscious self.


The ward was full of patients coming out of theatre. We were all companions, sharing a journey. On the same road. And his devastation, his bleak comic pain, felt like an embodiment of a deeper me.


That is me, I thought as I looked at him.


And then I moved in the bed and discovered the catheter in my bladder for the first time. At least I wasn’t paralysed. At least I could feel my legs, and a nurse who came to check the drip said everything had gone well. But the rubber hose between my legs pulled at my innards. The other end of it moved inside my bladder.


Twenty-four hours later they removed it. I was elated.


Not so fast, they said, and they checked my own bladder was functioning. A jelly was rubbed on my stomach and a machine moved across the skin and a nurse watched the numbers rise on the little screen. She didn’t look happy.


‘I’m afraid it’s not good,’ she said. ‘You are retaining too much fluid. We will try again later.’


She was obsessed with the milliletres my bladder retained every time I tried to pee. Whenever I used the bathroom I alerted her, and she rubbed the jelly on my belly and moved the sonic monitor across the skin and watched the screen.


‘It is not good,’ she said each time. Finally, she looked at me with some pity. ‘We are going to put it back in,’ she said.


I had been sentenced. I watched patients get out of bed, and shuffle in their dressing gowns towards the toilet. And I envied all of them. It was midnight when the doctor arrived; a gentle young African, with a white shirt and beautiful hands. It wasn’t painful. But the sensation of the tube moving inside demanded my complete attention, and a kind of surrender.


Do you see what I mean by fragility?


It’s not the big dramatic things that matter. It’s tiny little things that unbalance us; small moments in which we first discover we are fragile, helpless and must let go if we are to find peace. There is no avoiding the institutional arrangements. A doctor is a member of staff. He wears shoes and he goes home when his shift is done. I am an inmate, barefoot on the bed, and I go home when they decide. It’s a kind of micro-fragility, yet complete.


I’m saying this because too much goes unsaid. A writer talks about the world in edited versions; redacted for public consumption. And yet there are little moments of shame and anxiety that never get spoken. They remain unsaid for all our lives. People die with heaps of things unsaid; things of tenderness and of love, or things that are just too shameful to admit. What the therapists call ‘baggage’, as they offer themselves to be the one with whom we can unburden.


But I’m taking a different road. I’m choosing you and maybe others I have loved.


My penis wasn’t mine for a week but maybe penis is the wrong word. This is about the phallus; a mythic dimension of being here which constitutes masculinity. Associated in the deep recesses of our consciousness with sexual prowess, the glory of being loved, the heat of passion, the fire of ecstasy. It’s all embodied in the word ‘phallus’, and the word itself is embodied in the person; every man’s secret is related to this embodiment.


But it is also a delusion, and it all becomes intensely comic when men age and lose their grip on this embodied meaning. When the wash of years across the bow leaves them rudderless. When high blood pressure, or lazy hearts, or exhaustion from excessive self-reflection leaves them limp and lifeless. Then they are endured only as clowns. And there’s fuck all left of the divine phallus once you stick a rubber hose pipe into a man’s bladder. Any memory of potency, masculinity or sexual pleasure is wiped from history.


I was surrendered to another sense of self; a broken self was opened, like a new space, a new floor, a new ground to carry the heft of my consciousness. Of course, I hoped it would only be for one night. But the doctor refused to say exactly how long this impalement might last. The following morning in the busy ward half a dozen young men and women in white coats holding clipboards assembled around the towering presence of a consultant who glowed and sparkled like a new baby freshly soaped and scrubbed, behind his yellow dickie bow.


A young doctor asked if I consented to him having a look.


‘Yes, of course,’ I said, because when we are vulnerable, we make extra efforts to please our masters, and so the sheets were pulled back.


‘The skin is chafed’, the young doctor concluded, as if I had failed.


‘Correct,’ the big man said. ‘And why?’


The young man didn’t know. I think he lost some brownie points.


The big man ignored him, as he covered me again with the sheets. ‘We will get the nurse to give you something for that,’ he said.


I thanked him. ‘It’s sore,’ I declared, having lost all shame.


‘Of course it is,’ he agreed. As if ‘sore’ was as obvious as saying the sky was blue. ‘We can see how you’re getting on after a week.’


He looked triumphant with this conclusion.


I was miserable.


‘And you’re doing fine,’ he said, before they all left. ‘We’ll see you tomorrow.’


They pulled the curtains fully open as they left, and I wished they had just left them closed so that I did not have to stare at people in other beds. So that they would not stare at me, and at the tube running from between my legs down onto the floor and into a bag of amber liquid.


One or two days might have been okay but a week was too long. Hard to move in bed at night and hard to get out. And the nurses came and went, with laxatives and bedpans. Occasionally I walked up and down with the bag in my hand. I sat out in a chair. I lay depressed until a nurse spoke my name loudly and insisted I get out. The bag was clipped to a small plastic stand beside the bed, and occasionally it fell over and the hose tugged in my groin suddenly and the nurse would rush to examine it and make sure it had not become dislodged. At night the bag filled up and a nurse came with a dish and opened the spout at the bottom of the bag so that the liquid poured out. I listened, as urine emptied from the bag in a comic splutter, and then a great flood. I apologised to her for the smell.


‘That’s no problem,’ she said, smiling. ‘It’s our job.’


I resigned myself to a clown’s life.


How could I have been so blithe in commending my mother to a nursing home all those years ago? How could I have been so glib over the years about friends and relations who fell seriously ill, endured long weeks in hospitals, before their last day? How could I not have understood that in hospital every small moment is a catastrophe for the ego? Until you are discharged. Set free again.


It was a nurse called Anita who came on that last day in Beaumont. I remember her name; she came with rubber gloves and a silver dish and other accoutrements on a trolley.


I thought it was going to be an elaborate procedure. But she just yanked it out with a flick of her wrist.


The rubber hose was gone. My bladder felt free.


I thanked her because it was just a small act of kindness, and one more small miracle of hospital life.


‘You’re free to go,’ she said, smiling, ‘once we get your meds and a letter from the doctors.’


I wished her a happy Easter. I walked free and cured, and I had forgotten about you and all that I had planned to tell you, by the time I reached home.


It’s too late now to be sensitive. I’ve lived my life with almost callous indifference to the wounded and the broken. I’ve been glib beyond belief about the enormity of human suffering. And it was only when I found myself in the thick of it, on the slab of the operating theatre, in the bed with cot sides, and a remote control for lowering and raising my body, that I woke up. It was only when I had to face this small discomfort, this tube in the bladder for a short week, only then did I discover how terrible it is to lose one’s lovely heroic sense of self. To embrace the comic phallus.


The body is in decay and destined for death and the journey is about surrendering not just to the truth of it, but to the others who turn up to take care of you and take control of you. And that’s why I fled to the ocean. That’s why I came here to be alone, week after week and month after month. Why was I so afraid to let go? Probably for the same reason that I never wrote letters.
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