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To my mother, who is here
and my grandmother, who is not


And to Lea Luna,
who just arrived but was with us all along
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THE END


It came out of nowhere. One minute I was standing with my boyfriend, Dennis, and our dog, Ringo, waiting for a flight, and the next I was on the floor, brought to my knees by a pain so fierce it felt as if someone had plunged a red-hot knife into my gut. I blacked out and woke up with my head in Dennis’s lap. “What’s happening?” he asked, his eyes filled with fear. I could barely speak. “My stomach,” was all I could say. I tried to sit up but couldn’t. The pain was making me dizzy. Someone called for help and, suddenly, paramedics appeared. My heart was okay, they said. Pulse: normal. Blood pressure: good. “Should we go to the hospital?” Dennis asked. I wanted to say yes. The stabbing pain I felt in my stomach was unlike anything I’d ever experienced in my life, and at twenty-five, I’d already been through quite a bit. I should say yes, I thought. Something is definitely wrong. I should let him take me to the hospital. “No,” I said instead. “We can’t miss our flight. Let’s try to get to the gate.”


It was a short flight, just thirty minutes from Aruba to Bonaire, where I was leading a yoga retreat that week. The retreat was sold out, with people coming from all over the world to see us. There was no way I was going to disappoint them. I was determined to get on the plane. Dennis helped me to my feet, but as soon as I stood up the invisible knife I felt plunged into my stomach twisted, and my knees buckled again. I knew what he was thinking. This is crazy. We need a doctor. He pleaded with me, but I wouldn’t budge. “We have to get to Bonaire!” I said, looking at him sternly. “People are waiting for us.”


It took all of my effort to get through passport control. I was too weak to hold on to anything but my boarding pass. I tried to put on a brave face, but on the inside I was terrified. What is happening to me? We made it to the gate and I collapsed into the nearest seat. My body was damp with sweat and my insides throbbed. Thinking I was going to vomit, I had to get to the bathroom. Hunched over, I made my way there but fell as I tried to open the stall door. Too weak to stand, I laid on the cold tile floor, curled up in a fetal position. Am I dying? Reaching into my purse for my phone to call Dennis for help, I heard a voice speak inside of me. “Get up. Keep moving. Get up.” Get up! I told myself. Get off the floor.


I didn’t even fully understand the urgency I felt about getting on the plane—was it really about not wanting to disappoint people, or was I trying to ignore whatever was happening to me? Whatever it was, I decided to keep going. I shoved my phone back into my bag, grabbed ahold of the wall, and pushed myself up to standing. When I looked in the mirror, a ghostly white face stared back, beckoning me to come to my senses and surrender. I was undeterred. Move forward, I told myself. One step at a time.


I made my way back to Dennis and Ringo and for the longest time we sat there, waiting to board. My stomach hurt so much it felt as if my insides were on fire. The hands on the clock crawled. Finally it was time. Approaching the flight attendant with my boarding pass, I watched her face twist in horror. “You can’t fly!” she said. “You are obviously not well.” I was pale, and my forehead was slick with sweat. I had a hard time focusing my gaze, but did my best to compose myself. “I’m going to Bonaire,” I said. The flight attendant looked at me. “This plane is going to Bonaire,” she said. “You, my dear, are not.” I gritted my teeth in pain and frustration. I just wanted to get on the damn plane and settle in. “I have to get on,” I said, pleading. “Please, I beg you. I’m okay—I promise. It’s just a stomach bug. I’ll be fine. I just have to get on this flight.” I don’t know why she finally gave in. “Will you seek medical attention when you get there?” she asked. Yes, I promised. “Go on, then,” she said, pointing the way. “Hurry, before my manager sees you.”


I expected to see a plane at the gate, but a shuttle bus idled there. The heat was sweltering and the bus was full. I couldn’t bear the thought of even the short ride to our plane. Dennis climbed in first with Ringo and our baggage before lifting me up into the bus. I grabbed a handle and held tight. My long hair clung to my back, and I could feel sweat dripping off my face. Why was it so hot in here? As the engine roared, the urge to throw up overtook me. I don’t throw up. It’s at the very top of my list of things I can’t handle. I hadn’t done it since I was a teenager and chugged an entire bottle of vodka by myself. But there, on that bus, I felt it coming. I looked around frantically for a plastic bag, a bin, something. Anything. Could I will myself not to vomit until I was off the damn bus?


The moment the brakes squealed and the bus came to a stop, and before the doors were fully open, I pressed myself out of the shuttle. At the top of the stairs leading into the plane was the woman who’d taken my boarding pass. How did she make it there so quickly? She gave me a stern look. If I throw up now, I thought, she isn’t going to let me board. In desperation, I walked behind the bus, bent over, and hurled my insides out all over the tarmac. Wiping my arm on my sleeve, I took the steps up to the plane and fell into my seat. The next thing I knew, I was waking up in a cab with Dennis and Ringo, racing to the emergency room in Bonaire. Bonaire is a tiny Caribbean island with fewer than nineteen thousand people. The hospital is so small that the maternity ward is connected to the hospice. You die where you’re born. Two doctors treated me, both tall and Dutch looking. Poking and prodding my abdomen, they gave their diagnosis: a probable ruptured appendix. To be certain, they said, an ultrasound would have to be performed, but there was only one ultrasound specialist on the whole island and it would take time for him to get to me. Until then, I would be given morphine to make me more comfortable, the doctors said before disappearing.


The pain was unbearable. I had never experienced anything like it in my entire life. Where was the morphine? It had been hours. Did no one understand I was dying from the pain? I had reached a level of agony that I didn’t think was possible. Finally, a nurse appeared with a needle. They hooked me up to an IV and I sighed with anticipation as I watched the first dose of morphine drip into my arm. “Just breathe, honey,” the nurse said. “The pain will be over in a minute.”


I’d never experienced morphine, but from what I’d heard, and seen in movies, I expected fast relief. I writhed in pain, waiting for the reprieve, but it didn’t come. Fifteen minutes later I was on my side, legs curled up, screaming. The doctors increased the dose. Still nothing. I was almost at a point of no return when the ultrasound technician arrived. By then, seven hours had passed since I first collapsed at the airport. “I hear you have a ruptured appendix,” he said. “I need to do the ultrasound right away to make sure they don’t put you through surgery for no reason.”


Dennis held my hand as the technician applied a cold gel to my abdomen. I felt a strange sense of déjà vu. I had envisioned this before, I realized: Dennis holding my hand, both of us looking into a tiny monitor, ultrasound technician applying gel to my stomach . . . It felt familiar. Surely, I’d dreamt it. I’d known since the moment we met that one day Dennis and I would be parents. I wished I could catapult us into the future, to a moment other than this one; one where we were happy, waiting to hear the heartbeat of our future child. I’d do anything to not be here, panicked, trying to find out if whatever pain I was experiencing was going to kill me. Dennis squeezed my hand tightly. The technician pressed the device into my belly and started scanning. After a few minutes, he looked puzzled. “What’s wrong?” Dennis asked. He’d never seen me like this. I’m a resilient person; I can manage pain. I could tell by the look on his face that he was terrified. “What is it? Is it worse than they thought?” The technician shook his head. “No,” he said. “I can’t . . . I can’t find anything. There is no indication that anything is ruptured or even swollen. By the look of the scan, you are totally fine.” I was stunned. “But, the pain,” I said. “I know there is something seriously wrong. I feel like I’m going to die!”


The doctors couldn’t understand it either—where was the pain coming from? Why didn’t anything show on the ultrasound? And why wasn’t the morphine working? Soon I was delirious. I saw visions. The pain came in waves like red-hot lava. It was all-consuming. The tallest of the two doctors came back, visibly worried. He no longer spoke directly to me but addressed Dennis. “We normally don’t open people up without knowing what we are looking for, but the amount of pain she is in leaves us no choice,” he said. “She will go into surgery in the morning. But she cannot stay in this state until then; she is dehydrated and the morphine isn’t taking. I’d like to administer a huge dose of morphine, large enough to put her to sleep.”


I heard him speaking, but I wasn’t listening. The fire inside of me had taken over. I imagined the inside of my skin was sizzling, a dark mist oozing out of my abdomen. It was similar to my experience years earlier during an ayahuasca ceremony when I’d hallucinated frightening things. I remembered that I’d escaped that nightmare by letting go, by giving in to the fear of my own death. I didn’t know if I was dying now, but it sure felt like it. I just knew I couldn’t take the pain anymore. I felt Dennis gently shaking my shoulders to help me regain consciousness. “Babes,” he said. “They are going to give you something to make you fall asleep. Okay? Morphine, a lot of it. To make the pain go away. But you won’t be awake. Is that okay?” “Yes,” I said, slurring. “Whatever they want. I’m going into the fire.”


Minutes later the doctor came back and injected the medicine into my thigh. “Let go,” he said. “Fall asleep.” I closed my eyes. The flames started changing color from deep red and orange to pale yellow, then blue. Suddenly, my body took a deep, full breath. I could feel the inhale making space within me, clearing the fire that had been consuming my insides. As I exhaled, the pain disappeared. It was gone. Just like that. The feeling was indescribable. I was floating in a cool, quiet ocean. Everything was still and calm.


I’d begun to drift away when I heard a phone ringing in the background. Who is calling? I clung to consciousness, listening as Dennis rustled through my purse to find my phone. It was Luigi, one of my closest friends from Costa Rica. He must have heard I was in the hospital, I thought. I’ll just let him know I’m okay. Dennis put the phone to my ear. “I’m okay,” I said. “I’m in the hospital, but I’m okay. The pain is gone now.” “Hospital?” Luigi said on the other end, sounding confused. There was something else in his voice, too, something I couldn’t pinpoint. “Why are you in the hospital?” “I don’t know,” I said. I could hear myself slurring. “But it’s okay now. Everything is okay.” Luigi was quiet for a long time. When he spoke I could tell something wasn’t right. I tried to stay awake so I could hear him. “Amor. I don’t know how to tell you this. Fue un accidente. Con Andrea. Andrea tuvo un accidente.” I couldn’t comprehend Luigi’s words. Why was he talking about Andrea? Andrea was my best friend. We hadn’t spoken for a few days, she was at a concert with her boyfriend. What was he saying? Andrea had an accident?


A feeling of terror overcame me, but I wasn’t able to grasp it. It didn’t feel real, but like something that was far, far away. Andrea and I were soul mates. Sometimes it felt as if we were the same soul living in two bodies. I didn’t know where I began and she ended. We felt each other’s pain; read each other’s thoughts. I forced myself to speak. “What happened? Can I talk to her?” I asked. “No,” Luigi said. I heard him swallow hard on the other end of the line. “Luigi. What is it? Tell me,” I urged him. My knuckles were white from clutching the phone so hard. He took a deep breath and finally spoke. “Falleció.” My heart froze. The room started spinning. I dropped the phone onto the bed. “Can you talk to Luigi?” I asked Dennis. “I’m too tired now.” I turned on my side and squeezed my eyes shut. I heard the echo of the word he’d just said in my mind. Falleció. I am fluent in Spanish, but that was a word I’d never used before. In my mind I knew what it meant because I’d heard it, but right now, lying in a hospital bed on a foreign island, I couldn’t comprehend its meaning. In my mind’s eye I saw it spelled out in front of me. F-A-L-L-E-C-I-Ó. Something terrifying was hiding behind that word. I wasn’t sure what it was. I decided I wasn’t ready for it. I’d think about it some other time. The ocean was pulling me away. I let it take me.


At some point during the night I woke up. Dennis was sitting next to me, his head in his hands, crying. Dennis never cries. There was that feeling again. Terror. Like a cloud, but far away. Luigi’s voice echoed in my head. Falleció. Fear gripped my heart. I don’t want to be here, I thought, closing my eyes. The ocean rolled in again. Beckoning me. I jumped in.


Suddenly, I am in a new place. It is a hospital but not in Bonaire. I’m standing in a hallway. Everything is blinding white. I’m wearing a hospital gown and pink lace underwear. A girl is standing at the far end of the corridor, twirling her dark hair between her fingertips. She turns toward me and I smile. Andrea! I walk toward her. She hugs me, and for the longest time we’re just standing there, holding each other.


“I think something happened,” I say. “I think I’m in the hospital.”


“We are,” Andrea says.


Something is wrong. I feel scared. When Andrea smiles, I feel calm again.


“Can you come stay with me?” I ask her. “I don’t want to wake up alone.”


“No,” she says. “I can’t stay. I have to go.”


It seems ludicrous, that we are here in this hospital together but apparently in different rooms. We should push our beds together and I can read to her like we used to do when we were living in Dominical.


“Please don’t leave,” I say. Andrea’s face is glowing. She looks so beautiful. I want to touch her.


“I’m here. I’m always right here,” she says, but she is backing away.


I try to grab her hand but I can’t reach it. The hallway is long and she is so far away that I can barely see her anymore. The light is blinding. I have to close my eyes. When I open them, she is gone.


Sunlight was streaming through the window in my room. There was a plastic bracelet with my name on it around my wrist. Right, I thought. I’m in the hospital. In Bonaire. I looked around the room and saw Dennis. His eyes were red. He took my hand. It looked like he was about to say something but he stopped himself. Then: “Do you remember much from last night?” he asked.


“What do you mean? The doctors?”


“No . . . Never mind,” he said.


I wanted to ask him what he was about to say, but something stopped me.


“They are coming to get you for surgery soon,” he said.


“Okay.”


“We have to take your clothes off. And all your bracelets.”


I had so many bracelets. Some I’d picked up on my travels, others were gifts. One was a friendship bracelet I shared with Andrea. Most were tied to my arm.


“The doctors say we have to cut these off,” Dennis said.


He leaned in with a pair of scissors. “No!” I screamed. “I need these bracelets! You can’t cut them off! Tell them I won’t do the surgery if I have to cut them off.”


“Okay,” he said.


Dennis left the room and came back with a roll of gauze. “We can wrap up your wrist in this,” he said. “You don’t have to cut them.”


“Good.”


Time passed. I had drifted off again, only to be awakened by the attendants taking me to surgery.


Dennis leaned over and kissed me. “I’ll be right here when you get back, okay?” I was scared. Why was I having surgery? I couldn’t remember. “I don’t want it anymore,” I said. “Please don’t let them take me.”


Tears filled Dennis’s eyes. “Everything is okay,” he said. “You’re just going to be asleep for a little while and then you’ll wake up and I’ll be here.”


“I think something has happened,” I said.


Dennis looked at me. “We don’t have to talk about it now. I love you.”


I squeezed my eyes shut. When I opened them again I was in a sterile room, a bright white light shining overhead. Doctors hovered over me. Someone was taking off my hospital gown but stopped suddenly. “They didn’t tell you that you had to take your underwear off?”


I looked down. I was naked, except for pink lace underwear.


It felt strange, almost dirty, my lace underwear in such a sterile room.


“We’re going to have to cut them off.”


“Okay.”


The attendant covered my face with a mask. “Ten, nine, eight . . .” The ocean took me again.


When I woke up, the light was different. Dennis was by my side, just as he had promised. I put a hand on my stomach. Three balls of gauze were taped to my belly, covered in some sort of plastic. It felt raw and sore. Dennis held my hand. I looked at him. His eyes filled with tears. Falleció. The word was painted in thick black letters across my mind, letters dripping with a knowing I was not ready to face. If I don’t ask the question, I won’t have to know the answer, I thought. Instead, I asked Dennis what happened to me.


“Your appendix was inflamed. They removed it,” he said.


“Oh.”


He opened his mouth, about to continue, but stopped himself. There was so much pain in his eyes. The silence in the room was deafening. We were quiet for a long time.


“Where is Andrea?” I finally asked.


Tears ran down his cheeks. “There was a car accident,” he said.


“Is she okay?”


I already knew the answer.


Dennis shook his head.


Falleció. The word stems from the intransitive verb fallecer. Fallecer. To pass away. To die.


Everything went black.


They told me later that I screamed. After the doctors had discussed the surgery with me, Dennis left the room to go to the bathroom. I reached for my phone and dialed Andrea’s number. It went straight to voice mail. Strange, I thought. I’ll try her later. It was only three months until my wedding and she still hadn’t seen her bridesmaid’s dress. It was hanging at my dad’s place in Sweden, waiting for us all to arrive. Dusty blue. I’d made a chat group with my bridesmaids: Olivia, Rose, Jessica, Mathias (brides-man!), and Andrea. We were talking in the chat group every day, planning wedding details. It had taken us forever to decide between seafoam and dusty blue. Andrea wanted dusty blue. I dialed her number again. She didn’t pick up.


I call Luigi. “Where is Andrea?” I ask. He is crying. “She was driving home from the beach,” he says. She ended up on the wrong side of the road. A truck hit her head-on. It had taken her all day to die. They sent her to the wrong hospital twice. Everything went wrong. As he is speaking, I feel myself floating away. Is this what an out-of-body experience feels like? I am listening to his words but I’m not understanding him. None of this is real. None of this is actually happening. I try to listen to what he is saying but it’s hard because what’s the point in listening to words said in a dream you’re about to wake up from any moment? Luigi keeps talking. I can tell it’s important to him that he is the one sharing this with me; I can tell that he is choosing his words carefully. He says something about surgery and the hospital and the eight hours she fought for her life. Something about that last sentence jolts me back to reality. Eight hours? I do the math in my head and the realization that follows is so gut-wrenching it knocks the breath out of my lungs. During all of the hours I had just spent in agony, Andrea was dying. The moment I collapsed at the airport was the exact moment she hit the truck. That red-hot knife I felt stabbed into my gut was her pain, too. They operated on her stomach to stop the internal bleeding. Our pain came from the same place. Her heart stopped twice. They tried to revive her. It wasn’t my pain. It was ours. It was hers.


The moment my pain went away, the moment I took that deep, full breath . . . was the moment Andrea took her last.




2
[image: illustration]



AWAKEN


I’ve known death since I was a little girl—my mother introduced us. On the day of my fifth-birthday party, she tried to kill herself. It happened after a celebration with family and balloons and cake and presents, and when the party was over, she said she was tired and asked my dad to take my brother and me home with him for the night. We were halfway to my dad’s house when he realized he’d left something behind (or maybe he had a premonition), and we turned back. Mom was near death when we got there. She’d swallowed two bottles of sleeping pills chased by vodka. I didn’t find the suicide letters until much later: one for family and friends, one for my brother, one for me. I love you so much and I am so sorry . . . I found the letters years later, tucked away neatly in a box in the bottom of a drawer in our living room. There were pictures of me as a baby, old postcards, some drawings, and right there among all the regular memories was an envelope marked “Rachel.” My hands shook as I opened it. I was twelve by then, and as I sat on the floor reading my mother’s final goodbye to me I remember thinking: this is probably going to happen again.


My parents met when they were very young. Mom was nineteen and waiting tables to make ends meet. Dad was four years older and already running several casinos and nightclubs in town. I remember asking my mom if she was ever truly in love with my dad. “I don’t know,” she said. “He gave me safety. And security. He wore these funny-looking suits. We never fought, but he worked all the time. I was always alone.”


I was Mom’s miracle baby, she said, because she was going through a dark time and having me saved her life. I heard that sentence more times than I could ever count as a child: You saved my life. My miracle, she’d say. Mitt mirakel. She soon discovered she was pregnant again, and I was two when my brother, Ludvig, was born. Not long after, my parents split up. Sweden is not a big country, but when Mom decided to study away from our home in Uppsala to become an air traffic controller, it meant I had to stay behind with dad for big parts of the week. She told me that, at one point, while she was away, my father tried to send my brother and me off to a boarding school in the States. Because, according to my mom, if he couldn’t keep the family together, he didn’t want her to have us either. Luckily, the nanny called her in a panic and she rushed home before he could get us to the airport. I don’t know if it’s true—looking back at my life, I realize there is so much that I don’t know. My mother’s version of events was always the complete opposite of my father’s.


Mom was almost a year into her studies when she fell in love with another man, a fighter pilot named Stefan whom she’d met on the military base she was training at. We all moved in together, leaving my father behind. My brother and I started a new school, and my grandmother came to live with us for long stretches of time. I think my dad went insane with jealousy. My mother leaving him, then finding someone else, taking his kids to live with another man . . . It was all too much. He once described the move to me as a “kidnapping.” He said he came to pick us up one day and we were just gone, and he had no idea where we went. That he looked for us everywhere; he wanted his kids back. The end result was that my mom got sole custody of us and, for a while, we lost touch with my dad.


Mom, Stefan, and I were on the couch watching a movie when I had my first-ever asthma attack. Stefan was the one who brought me to the hospital and held the oxygen mask over my face while I fought to breathe. It was only once I was an adult that I learned that asthma, though a physical and sometimes chronic illness, is emotionally connected to suppressed anger and fear. It wasn’t strange that, while on the surface things looked good, I started to develop physical ailments. My parents had separated and very traumatically so. My family was broken. And I didn’t know where my dad was anymore. What I remember most is that Mom was happy, so those other things didn’t actually matter all that much. It was the first time in my life I’d seen her that way: genuinely happy. Peaceful. She was happy, so I figured I should be happy, too. To me, Stefan was like a real, live superhero. He flew planes, climbed mountains, and skied faster than anyone I knew. And he was always smiling. That’s what I remember most about him: his smile. And the way he made my mom smile, too. One of my most cherished childhood memories is sitting on Stefan’s shoulders at an après-ski during a ski trip in the north of Sweden. We’d been on the slopes all day and Stefan used his ski to carve us a little nest in the snow, where we sat on blankets, drinking hot chocolate in the sun. I remember my mom happy, turning her face toward the sun, wrapped in his arms.


Later at the hotel there was a band playing and we danced, with me on his shoulders; Stefan holding my hands, making sure I wouldn’t fall. I was only four years old but I remember that moment so clearly, feeling like I was on top of the world. I have little snapshots of memories like that; they are all beautiful, warm, happy, but I can’t piece them together. I do remember him smiling, all the time. It was only a few months after that day on the slopes that our lives would change forever.


Mom and Stefan were about to be married and had just bought a house together. A few days before they were to sign the papers for the house she was giving my brother a bath when our doorbell rang. I answered it to find Stefan’s best friend and flight partner, along with the captain of the air force, a psychologist, and a priest standing there. While I went to play in another room, the men informed Mom that, earlier that morning, Stefan had flown his “Drake” (the Swedish word for dragon), a high-speed military airplane, into the ocean during a training session. He was found dead outside the plane.


I don’t remember opening the door. I don’t remember being told to go play in another room. I don’t know what happened to my brother—he was in the bath. Who held him? Who held me? Mom collapsed when she heard. I’ve had this story told to me so many times, but only remember bits and pieces of it myself. That’s how trauma works—our minds shut down to protect us. Too much, too soon. I remember my grandmother taking me and my brother outside during the funeral, rushing us through the church aisle, covering our ears so we wouldn’t have to hear our mother’s wailing. I remember the little cards we were given, written in my mom’s handwriting but signed by Stefan. These were the worst hours of her life, but she still managed to get creative to console us and wrote my brother and me letters in his name, explaining how much he loved us and that he would always live in our hearts. I remember a lot of family around, everyone with dark, sad faces. I was filled with questions and deep sadness, but I couldn’t rely on Mom for answers; she was inconsolable. Barely there. I didn’t want to add to her pain by telling her how upset I was. In the midst of all this trauma, no one ever sat me down to explain where Stefan had gone. Someone had mentioned that “he went to heaven”—but I knew that; he flew his plane in the sky all the time. I was almost five years old, which I think was old enough to make sense of some of it, but not old enough to fully understand. I asked a relative what happened to Stefan. She said, “Oh, honey, he loved you so much. He wanted to hurry home to see you, but he flew his plane too fast and it crashed in the ocean.” She had only good intentions, but I understood that to mean it was my fault that Stefan had died. If he had only loved me a little less, I thought, he wouldn’t have hurried back to see me, and he would still be alive and my mother would be okay. Instead, everything was dark and terrible. I’d lost my stepdad and my mom was so consumed with grief I could barely reach her anymore.


After that, we moved back to our hometown of Uppsala and I got to see my dad again. I ran to him and he picked me up. Slumping into his arms, I felt safe and allowed myself to cry, something I hadn’t been able to do with my mom because it would have upset her. However, I didn’t feel he had compassion, and at that moment I understood: there was no one I could talk to. I had loved Stefan, but no one would give me permission to grieve.


With time, visits from family members became more and more infrequent and, eventually, it was just the three of us again. Caring for my mother fell to me. In the mornings before school I got my little brother up before taking Mom her favorite breakfast in bed—coffee with milk, and bread with cheese and orange jam on a tray. I was just learning to read, but I already knew how to work the coffee machine. Mom was a ghost of her former self, barely functioning, which left me to pick up her motherly duties, things like holding Ludvig’s hand when we crossed the street and blowing out the candles she lit in the evenings and left burning after she went to bed.


Her broken heart incapacitated my mother. For the longest time, when I couldn’t sleep, I would lie facedown on the bed, put the pillow over the back of my head, and scream into the mattress, because that was what my mom did. I thought she did it to help her sleep. I didn’t understand that her screams were those of unspeakable grief. I don’t think the rest of the family knew how bad things were until she tried to take her own life on the day of my birthday party. She survived, but barely, and was committed to a psychiatric institution for a few weeks.


When she finally made it home, Mom tried to pick up the pieces and did her best to start her life again. She had lost her soul mate, her best friend, and her home in the blink of an eye; she had to start a whole new life all alone. I did my best to cheer her up, and after a while I decided that I would make it my sole purpose to get her to become happy again. I truly believed that if I just tried hard enough, I could make her better. That meant doing well in school, keeping myself clean and organized, and not making a fuss about anything. I did my best to be a good girl.


With time, she got healthy enough to take a job in Stockholm at a consulting firm, an hour from our house in Uppsala. She was a single mom, commuting for hours every day and working hard to get by. My brother and I were always the last kids to get picked up from “fritids,” the after-school activity center. The teachers often stayed late with us, waiting for my mother to arrive. I loved being the last one there, helping the teachers turn all the lights off and putting everything away.


My dad, meanwhile, established a life for himself an hour’s flight away in Riga, Latvia, on the shores of the Baltic Sea. We rarely saw him after he moved away. I was eight when, out of the blue, he called to say he was having a daughter with a Ukrainian woman named Natasha, but before the baby was born, he left. Dad didn’t see the baby much, but when I visited him I always went to see her. Her name was Katja and she was beautiful. I loved the idea of having a half sister. It made me feel less alone.


While Dad was busy trying to keep up with his much younger girlfriend, my mom met Calle, a handsome, bearded sailor from Stockholm. They fell in love, or so I think. I don’t know what kind of love is possible when you’ve just lost your soul mate. I can only imagine. I do know I liked Calle, and didn’t mind having him around. After a little while Mom got pregnant and we moved in with Calle and his daughter from a previous marriage, who lived with us every other week. Living in Stockholm was different. I was so nervous to start school I could barely sleep the whole week before. What if nobody liked me? What if I didn’t fit in? The day before school was to begin I fell on a railing and broke a bone in my hand. I had to go to school with a cast on and the mere thought of it made me mortified. I didn’t want to attract any attention, and now I’d have to show up with my arm in a sling! Turns out, the broken bone was a godsend. I made friends on the first day—everyone wanted to know how I’d gotten the cast and what had happened.


Mom gave birth to my little sister Hedda when Katja was a year old. Now I had two half sisters. I loved Hedda an unbelievable amount—she was so little and so fragile, and she needed me. I took it upon myself to care for her as much as I could. I learned how to change her diapers, and how to dance around the kitchen with her when she was fussy and didn’t want to sleep. Even though I was only ten, sometimes it felt like Hedda was mine.


Life was pretty stable for a while. Our new family had settled in and Dad even visited occasionally to take me to dinner, or shopping for a new winter jacket, or to go on ski weekends. Mom and Calle seemed happy enough, but apparently all was not well because, when Hedda was just seven months old, Mom left him for her coworker, who was named, serendipitously, Stefan. Life was about to turn upside down again.


Mom moved us from Calle’s place into a new apartment with Stefan in a nice part of Stockholm. It was huge, with five bedrooms, big enough for the three of us kids and his twins from a previous marriage. They soon married, but I don’t remember much of the ceremony, except that when they said their vows, rather than repeating after the priest and saying, “I promise to love and cherish you for as long as I live,” my mother said, “I want to love and cherish you for as long as I live.” Looking back at it now, I know she really did want to promise, she just couldn’t. She lost something when Stefan died and I don’t think she knew how to get it back. That same year, my dad married Inga in a much more extravagant ceremony. I gave a speech in front of 275 people. “The year 2000 was the year my parents finally got married,” I said. “But not to each other.” The crowd laughed.


Within months, both sets of parents were expecting. My two new baby sisters were born within three months of each other: Emelie to Dad and Inga in May of 2001 and Maia to Mom and Stefan that same August. The whirlwind of events meant an abrupt change in my family tree. Now I had an exstepsister I didn’t see anymore, two new stepsiblings, four half sisters, and, of course, my brother. If that wasn’t enough to send me reeling, Mom and Stefan had decided to move us out of the city to a big white house on the nearby island of Lidingö.


I didn’t want to go. I was growing into my own and had only recently realized there was more to life than a crazy family that was constantly morphing into something else. I was just a tween but had secretly started smoking and made friends who showed me how to sneak alcohol from the liquor cabinet without anybody knowing. My friend Stephanie taught me how to wear mascara and eyeliner, and I added tops that showed my midriff and big silver hoop earrings to my look. I padded my bra to make it look like I had breasts, even though I hadn’t yet had my first period. I looked more like sixteen than twelve. And I was angry. I challenged my mother’s rules and rebelled against everything that was expected of me. For entertainment, I went to big department stores and shoplifted makeup, and clothes, and underwear, and stuffed animals, and key chains. Things I didn’t need. I did it for the thrill and never got caught—but I did have to run from a store security guard once. It just felt like icing on the cake. My friends were my accomplices. They were hesitant and nervous. I was ballsy and cocky, always going for bigger, pricier items or the things closest to the register. In short order, I had gone from a quiet, proper, straight-A student to a rebel who was always seeking out drama.


As much as I fought it, I had no choice but to surrender to the move to Lidingö. That meant a new school, of course. I didn’t want to admit it but I desperately wanted to fit in and make friends, so I made my dad buy me a new pair of Diesel jeans. Lidingö was all about designer labels, fancy purses, and money and I had no idea how I would survive. All I knew was city life—I listened to hip-hop, smoked cigarettes, and spoke suburban slang.


The first day of high school was awful. I wore my new jeans and a trucker hat pulled down low, trying to keep my head down. In the hallway, a senior yelled at me, “It’s okay to be a lesbian!” I thought I was going to sink through the floor and die. I looked like a lesbian? Was that a bad thing? I guessed yes. Was it my Diesel jeans? My hat? I had thought my hat was cool; it was what all my friends in the inner city wore. I took the hat off and stuffed it into my bag. I didn’t speak to anyone all day and when I got home I cried to my mom, “It’s horrible. I won’t survive a week!” “Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll make friends.” I scoffed and ran to my room, slamming the door behind me.


A day later, I came home with a new group of girlfriends. I’d hit it off with a girl in my class who was also a smoker (cigarettes, like broken bones, were good icebreakers) and had introduced me to her girl gang. My new friends were different from the ones I’d had in the inner city. Everyone had money, and it turned out—so did I! My father had become a nice source of revenue for new clothes, a brand-new scooter (so I could get to and from school without having to take the bus), and vacations with friends to places like the French Alps and the south of Spain. I’d never cared about money before—actually, I’d always been embarrassed about the fact that my dad was well-off—but now, living in one of the wealthiest areas of Stockholm, it was suddenly an asset.


One of those trips was to Åre, a ski resort in the north of Sweden. Some of the kids rented their own cabins and I was amazed at what they were allowed to do on their own at only fifteen years old. My dad had a vacation house in Åre so I stayed with him. I spent every night before my one o’clock curfew getting hammered on beer the bartenders snuck to us.


It was one of those nights at the bar I met Jonathan. He was tall and handsome, and the moment I saw him I felt butterflies in my stomach. There was something about him—he felt a little bit dangerous, and I liked it. The bonus was that he was four and a half years older and a good kisser. When the week in Åre ended and it was time for me to go home, he texted me. Want to hang out in Stockholm, too? Thus began what would turn into my first big love.


Something happened when Jonathan and I were together. It was like we were meant to be, like all the stars of the universe had aligned just to put us in each other’s arms. When I was with him I didn’t feel insecure anymore. I felt safe, at home. We started spending every waking second together and soon we seemed to disappear into each other.


Jonathan was a sweet guy but had a very troubled life. He made most of his money in less-than-legal ways, roped into criminal activity by his family. He told me he wanted to go to law school but that transitioning from easy money to a regular job was too difficult. He was also a graffiti artist and we spent most weekends driving around the city looking for the next canvas. I was on the lookout for cops while he and his friends painted huge murals across subway stations and tunnels. I loved it—the thrill of doing something dangerous excited me. Jonathan was insanely jealous, and over time, I became jealous, too. We’d go from intense lovemaking to screaming and throwing things at each other. When he got angry his eyes went black. The fighting was always followed by enormous passion, tears, and clinging tighter to each other than ever before. More than once he got into a bar fight over some guy looking at me. I liked that I had a man who would fight for me, but even at that young age a part of me wondered, Is it supposed to be this hard? Over time, his temper became my new normal, and when he chased me up the stairs to our house after a huge fight one evening and broke the window to my bedroom with his fist to grab me by the hair, I still didn’t think he’d gone too far. Neither did I think so when—after a dinner party where I was seated next to a friend of his and I accused him of being delusional when he grew suspicious—he slapped me in the face under a streetlight and ripped my dress to shreds. Nor that one night he maced me in the face and I felt like I was going to suffocate. I thought it was love. In a strange way, it was.


During my senior year, I ditched my classes as often as I could to be with Jonathan. On my eighteenth birthday he gave me a ring and I accepted it. Eventually, we stopped leaving his apartment and would sleep until late in the afternoon. In the evenings, we drank. My life reeked of Bacardi Razz and cheap vodka. I had no clue what I wanted to do with my life, and even though I thought I’d found my soul mate, I was starting to feel really lost.


At the time, Mom was in the middle of divorcing Stefan Number Two and had recently spent a week at a meditation center looking for, and apparently finding, some answers. Knowing I was struggling, she recommended I go, too. A part of me was so terrified I thought I was literally going to die, but I went anyway. I was expecting to find the reasons behind my sadness, maybe work though some issues with my dad, but instead I found silence. The days were a mix of active meditations, group sessions, exercises for living a healthy life and, in between, absolute silence. It was in that silence I realized something momentous: I didn’t have a clue as to who I was.


For as long as I could remember I hadn’t been able to hear over the voice in my head that dictated my life. The voice that said I wasn’t good enough, or pretty enough, or thin enough, or smart enough; the voice that said I didn’t deserve love; that I deserved to have bad things happen to me; that life wasn’t meant to be good and beautiful, only survived. As that voice began to quiet down, I started having profound realizations about my life. The many traumatic events from my childhood that had never healed resurfaced, everything from circumstances around my birth to my parents separating, my stepfather dying, moving from place to place, my mother’s suicide attempt, my dad’s absence, all the new family constellations, and the divorces that always followed . . . I saw that my life had been a series of separations and losses. How could I trust anyone or anything when I was always waiting for someone to leave me? I was eighteen and only just beginning to scratch the surface, but it was a start.


After a meditation on the last day it dawned on me that I had spent most of my life making decisions based off what would make other people happy. I’d been so confused, focusing on pleasing everyone but myself and bending over backward to try to fix the chaos around me. Sitting there on my meditation cushion, I realized: I don’t want to go home. Immediately a twinge of guilt touched my heart—what would my mother say if I didn’t come home? It would hurt her, surely. She would be upset. Having spent my whole life trying to avoid upsetting her, what objectively looked like an easy decision felt insurmountable. But . . . What did I feel? What about me? I picked up the notebook I’d been journaling in throughout the week. “What’s the most loving thing to do?” I wrote in big letters across the page. We’d spent a lot of time at the center meditating on and talking about self-love, and how sometimes the most loving action to take isn’t necessarily the easiest one. In that moment, everything became clear. Choosing to spare my mother’s feelings by pretending everything was fine when it wasn’t would not be a loving thing to do. Neither was ignoring my own needs to avoid confrontation, or choosing someone else’s happiness over my own. “I choose myself,” I wrote. “The most loving thing I can do, is to choose myself.”


I left the retreat week with insight that I didn’t know what to do with, and the realization that I was angry with my mom was a big one. It was a strange feeling. I’d never, ever been mad at her before. My main focus had always been keeping her happy and lifting her up, but I found that she was getting really heavy to carry. I knew I couldn’t face her, feeling the way I did, and chose to stay with Jonathan instead of returning home when the retreat ended. I still thought of him as the only constant in my life, but when I saw him, I didn’t feel the happiness I was expecting to feel. We made love the night I got back and I remember thinking, for the first time since we met, I don’t think this is it. I had experienced such profound joy and release at the retreat center—why couldn’t I hold on to that feeling when I was with him?


After that, I started making changes in my life. I quit smoking, just like that. I cut down on alcohol. There was something better out there than makeup and boys and drinking. Most important, I continued the inquiries I had started during my week away. For the first time in my young life I asked myself questions: Does this make me happy? Is this where I’m supposed to be? Life was pulling me in two directions. A part of me wanted to go back to my old unconscious self, and a part of me wanted to explore the new way of life I’d just had a taste of.


After a few months of fits and starts I returned to the center for another week of self-realization. It was even more intense than the first time. This one was heavily focused on childhood. A week of deep dives into my past was exhausting and so much emotion was surfacing I hardly knew what to do with it all. One morning I was walking into the meditation hall, dragging my feet at the thought of yet another dynamic meditation. Dynamic meditation is a meditation that allows for emotional release, using the body as a gateway into the heart. By moving intensely, we are able to quiet the mind and make our way toward deep stillness. It’s as challenging as it is amazing. As I walked into the room, I saw a woman on a yoga mat, moving her body from pose to pose. I stopped to watch her. How could something be that important and feel so good that she rose earlier than everyone else to do it? It seemed so sacred. I had never felt that way about anything. I want that, I thought.


During the days that followed I unearthed more about my past than I ever had before. Memories I’d repressed came flooding out, and I realized that the anger I’d felt toward my mom after the first retreat was just the tip of the iceberg. One specific exercise involved an emotionally charged guided meditation followed by an exploration of our relationship with our mothers. After that they handed out crayons for us to draw a lifesized picture of our moms. When they introduced the exercise I thought it sounded ridiculous. I had to draw a picture of my mom? Really? I hadn’t done that since I was a little girl. A memory surfaced: me sitting at our old kitchen table drawing a picture of my family with crayon. In stick figure shapes I drew me, my little brother, Stefan, and Mom. The memory made me smile, and then filled me with sadness. Why hadn’t I included my dad? Even as a child I was confused about my family. No wonder I had to sit here at some retreat center to figure everything out. I felt anger bubble up inside me and before I knew it, I was sketching my mom with wide, harsh strokes on the giant roll of paper on the floor in front of me. When I’d finished I almost laughed. I still drew like a child. I had given my mom shoulder-length, straw-colored hair, and she was wearing a blue, triangle-shaped dress. Her mouth was drawn in an upside down U; she was sad. Of course she was sad. For as long as I could remember, she had been sad. Looking at the picture I’d drawn, it didn’t look funny to me anymore.
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