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			for Larry

		

	
		
			In a murderous time

			    the heart breaks and breaks

			        and lives by breaking.

			It is necessary to go

			    through dark and deeper dark

			        and not to turn.

			I am looking for the trail.

				—Stanley Kunitz

			Let the morning time 

			drop all its petals on me.

			Life I love you

			all is groovy.

				—Simon & Garfunkel

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE
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			In the dark, especially in the dark, against the pillow, I hear them. I hear them in the quiet and in the ruckus. I hear them when I am three and just beginning to remember, when I am eight and my mother lies on her back and stares at the ceiling and will not look at me. I hear them in steel and dirt and sidewalks, in distances and conversations. I hear them when the sky is the color of oil. I hear them in the blank sun and in the rushing of bathwater. When I run, I hear them loudest.

			On the day of my birth, I’m sure they were there—thunderous, rhythmic, coming and coming: hoofbeats.

			Icicles drip from the windows encircling the dressage arena, and as they melt, they grow longer. They are dazzling, glistening in the sun, but right now each one is a threat. The light would be dazzling, too—the brazen shaft of sun angling into the arena, catching the dust as if it were fog—but as we pass the sunray, Claret curves his body away from it. His horse brain is naturally wired to flee from any perceived danger, but for this horse, who has had real reasons to be afraid, anything unexpected is dangerous. He has no way of understanding why this shaft of light has suddenly appeared—why the sun’s journey on the ecliptic has just aligned itself with this particular window—but I know he trusts me, so I speak to him with the insides of my calves and keep our rhythm, steady, forward, one-two, one-two, one-two. I keep circling back to the light, each time getting closer. “You’re okay,” I tell him, leaning forward to pat his neck. I want him to feel my determination, solid as a ball of silver. And I want him to feel that my confidence is, in part, born of him, of his strength, of the many days he carried me through my own fears, those days when I wasn’t sure if he’d throw me off his back, those days when he had every reason to but didn’t. Eventually, we ride right through the light, our little triumph. And then, as if by conquering it, we have forced it to surrender, and like the melting ice, it disappears.

			We are alone. The only sounds in the arena are our sounds: Claret’s feet hitting the ground, his breathing, my breathing, the slip of my breeches against the saddle. Outside the arena are the discordant sounds of the rest of the world: trucks rumbling by on the main road, water dripping, the barn workers speaking loudly as they drive the tractor around. I slip my outside leg back and ask Claret to canter. He steps up into the stride, and I ride the swing of him, powerful and deep. These are the moments when I feel free.

			Claret and I are in constant conversation. With each gentle tap or shift of pressure, he knows what I’m asking of him. Usually he answers yes, and occasionally he answers no, but most of the time I go with him, and he goes with me. It is a kind of dance, and while we’re not always graceful, we have moments when we move together as one.

			I have come to know Claret’s body better than I’ve known most bodies. I know when his back is supple or his hind legs are stiff, when he has energy or when he wants to stand still and gaze ahead dreamily. And I know when he’s distracted, when he has an itch, and—sometimes before he does—when he’s about to trip. I know that today he is more easily spooked than other days. I feel it under his skin, a frequency, like lightning close by. But I don’t focus on his fear because it’s amorphous and contagious, and because I’ve learned that while every flash of lightning doesn’t mean a storm, I’m ready for it when it does. So for now, I focus on the three beats of the canter, on this cool air rushing over us as we go faster down the long side of the arena.

			Suddenly, one of the icicles crashes down, and Claret panics. He spins, bucks, spins, bucks. Though his erratic movements are swift, time slows. I’m acutely aware of the inexorable force of him, the adrenaline zinging through his fourteen-hundred-pound body. I know his impulse to flee as well as I know anything, because for years the same impulse ruled me. There was a time when my pounding heart would have matched his, when fear would have been the only answer for us both, but right now, as the irregular beats of Claret’s hooves mark an eerie uncertainty about where the next steps will land, I’m surprised to find that what would once have been fear is now a strange curiosity: will I fall? But it’s a distant curiosity because mostly I’m not thinking; mostly I’m a body following a body, and there’s a freedom—and even a kind of excitement—in that. As Claret jumps forward and yanks on the reins, I feel each degree of movement as if it were a snapshot, frame by frame. And between each frame and the next lives the smallest, almost imperceptible, glimmer of calm. “Whoa,” I say, softly. “Whoa.”

			Claret stops then, and I pat his neck. We have survived the icicle. I tell him he’s a good boy, and he exhales a long breath. Then I ask him to canter again. I’m not going to worry about all the other melting icicles ready to come down. This is the only moment we’ve got, and everything about what we’re doing demands one thing from both of us: trust.

			When we pass the window where the icicle fell, I can feel the pause in Claret’s body, his impulse to pull away, but with my body I assure him it’s safe. I can’t promise him it won’t happen again, only that when it does, we’ll get through it. And he listens. And we are safe. When we finish, I drape myself over his long neck and breathe into his mane, as his body softens against me.

			There is no single way to tell a story. For me, Claret’s story begins many times; both of us hold many stories, and sometimes it’s hard to imagine there ever having been a time when Claret wasn’t part of mine. We’ve saved each other in countless ways since he entered my life, even when it didn’t feel like anyone was being saved at all. Sometimes parts of our story feel so immediate when I think of them that they trump the present moment. The story of my childhood is the same: those years of loss and wandering keep happening, as if they’re rewriting themselves on the inside of my body, zapping me afresh some days while I’m busy living my new life. They say memory is like that, that to the brain there is little to distinguish a memory from the actual event. So as resounding and complete as any present moment is, one side of it is always touching, even in the gentlest of ways, the past, where there is always a story inside the story, waiting to be told.

		

	
		
			ONE
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			When we arrived in Massachusetts, spring’s thaw had already begun to hatch the first crocuses, small bold banners breaking through the grayed dirt. We drove slowly up the driveway as I turned off the car radio and rolled the windows down. This was a big moment, and I wanted to experience it with all my senses. Birds flittered about busily, weaving a cacophony of tweeting and cawing into the air. But a quiet hovered outside their music, enclosing it the way an ocean takes on rain.

			And then we were facing it: our new home. As I stepped from the car, I still couldn’t completely reconcile that this sturdy colonial, with its sweeping yard and old trees and roomy bathtub, was ours, and that I was actually going to live in it. Even more astonishing was this: I’d get to do that living with a good man and our two sweet rescue dogs, Aramis and Starlet. Here in the driveway, with the bright flowers and the birds and their attendant silence and the man I married five years ago standing just outside the car in the navy pullover fleece he often wore, was, by all appearances, a manifestation of the imaginary life I’d swiped from countless L.L. Bean Christmas catalogs as a child—the imaginary life I’d cobbled during my homeless, wandering years, staring into people’s houses after dark and wishing for their soft lamplight, their mazes of rooms, and the safety of their front doors, that clear demarcation of home.

			Now, two decades later, I held a key to that long-imagined front door. Larry and I smiled at each other over the roof of the car.

			We’d moved from a modest house in Maryland, where my family still lived, so that Larry could take a job as neurosurgery chair and work to resurrect Boston Medical Center’s failing neurosurgery department. I was going to take a break from teaching and devote myself full-time to writing, while the cows lowed on the farm across the road and our dogs frolicked in the yard and the forests all around us kept thrusting upward into the sky. It was going to be a happy life—that was the plan.

			My mother liked saying, “Man plans, God laughs,” usually during some major disappointment or catastrophe of mine. I didn’t believe in her spiteful, cackling God, yet her words wormed their way into my psyche and left me always a little on edge, as if the minute I began to put faith in the future, something would come and scramble it. “Aha!” her God would say. “So much for your plans!”

			Though I’d been putting distance between my parents and me for most of my life, and had finally marked that distance in miles, her words followed me like the wind chime outside her bedroom window, that eerie clanging I never got used to and can still hear. So the revolution of thoughts in the driveway that day was swift: Is this really my life? Yes, this is my life. Too bad I’ll lose it.

			I put the key in the lock and opened the door anyway.

			One of my favorite things about our new house was the generous placement of windows. As soon as I walked in the front, I could see out the back, and wherever I looked there was a haven of trees—majestic oaks and elms and maples, and a variety of conifers—the kind of woods that seemed inhabited by sprites and other fanciful creatures. And over the course of those first days, as I unpacked boxes and made our first cups of tea and set up my writing desk and hung white fluffy towels and blasted the music and danced from room to room, occasionally stopping to squeeze Larry exuberantly, a childlike wonder persisted in me.

			I trotted around outside like a seven-year-old, skipping down hills with the dogs chasing behind, plucking rocks from the woods, parking myself in the fragrant shade of a pine tree and squinting up at its fans of needles. I’d left a lot behind in Maryland—my sister and her daughter, friends I loved, my favorite sushi bar, a kick-ass Sunday morning yoga class, a rewarding teaching gig, and the familiarity that can only come with time spent living in a place—but here, even in those first hours, I felt more at home than I’d ever felt anyplace else. The opening of our front door that day signified one of the clearest thresholds, literally, of my life: a beginning, a clean slate, the long quiet afternoon into which I could finally exhale.

			“You make everything beautiful,” Larry said to me as I opened a window. He was standing in the middle of the room, pivoting around in his blue pullover.

			“You make it easy,” I told him.

			Once the books were arranged on the shelves, the dishes snug in their cabinets, the rugs unrolled on the floors, I parked myself at my desk and started working. As the words slowly spread into pages, the yard outside my window kept erupting into blossom—tulips, irises, peonies, lilies, lilacs, a blazing pink dogwood, rhododendrons, hydrangeas, azaleas. Someone had once loved this place, and that love still lived.

			When I took breaks from writing and watching the blooming wonderland of our garden, I explored nearby towns and discovered small countryside markets, ponds shimmering up at the trees, secondhand bookstores selling rare books, strawberry fields where people filled their own baskets, unmanned flower stands with homemade bouquets in mason jars and an envelope for the honor system of paying, and a rocky beach with swings facing the ocean. In the evenings I would lead Larry around the garden and show him what new things had popped up, and he would bend down to sniff whatever I pointed out, even the flowers that had no scent. Then I would tell him what I’d found on my travels that day.

			I had always been a solo wanderer. As a kid, in many ways I hadn’t had a choice. But on the moody October day of my twenty-first birthday, I chose to go hiking alone in the woods, and in the years that followed, I went to festivals and museums and restaurants as my own date, slipped into the bat-encrusted mouths of caves where no one saw me enter or exit, navigated road trips to new cities and to rickety spider-run cabins in backcountry towns. And in most of my favorite dreams—the ones that send me flying over trees or swimming in a glacial sea or visiting an unexplored planet—I’m by myself.

			Even my secret road-trip fantasy, the one I’d been imagining for years, was one of solitude: I’m driving a convertible, always heading south, and the sun is always on its way down, setting freckles on my face while the wind whips my hair and Dylan plays on my radio, singing about a brass bed. I drive and drive with the self-possession of a girl who knows where she’s going, even when she’s lost. Also, in the fantasy, I’m wearing cowboy boots.

			My fantasy used to culminate in my stopping at a roadside bar and beating a stranger at a game of pool. He’d be wearing a big-buckled belt and a cowboy hat, and he’d have deep laugh-lines around his eyes and large hands. After I’d win, he’d take me back to his humble digs and undress me on his brass bed. But over time, the fantasy revised itself, by editing him out. It turned out the thrill wasn’t about the man; it was about the journey, about making it alone.

			Larry and I got along well because we both flourished in the vast and solitary space of our interior lives. We never demanded time from each other, and when we did converge, we appreciated the respective otherness of our different worlds. I relished what I learned about the brain—that its covering, for example, is called dura mater, which means hard mother; or that there is a kind of seizure that makes people laugh; or that you can remove a pituitary tumor through a person’s nose. And Larry enjoyed being quizzed on poetic forms and rules of punctuation, having discussions about narrative arcs and character development, listening to me wax on about the importance of imagery.

			And now, on the open canvas of our new life together, yes, I wanted to make something beautiful.
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			When the ambulance arrived two months later, I was hunched over on our front step, clutching at my heart. It was summer by then, the shadows long on the lawn. The trees stood full and heavy, their leaves wet with light. I was certain I was going to die—and on such a glorious morning.

			Within minutes an EMT was taking my pulse. As he leaned over me, the hulk of his shoulders blocked out the sun. He might have been a football player. His fingers were gentle at my wrist, and his touch comforted me, as if his hand could mean the difference between life and the grave. “Yeah” he announced, slowly giving my arm back, “one hundred and seventy-eight is pretty fast.”

			He wanted to know if I had any history of heart problems. I didn’t. Had I taken any medications? I hadn’t. Was I on drugs? I wasn’t. I’d simply been sitting at my desk when a strange vertiginous sensation jolted me, like one of those falling dreams, and my heart began stampeding. That’s when I grabbed the phone and ran out the front door.

			“You ran out the front door?” he repeated. A smile came slowly to one side of his mouth, as if he’d just unearthed a clue, and I took this as a sign that maybe I’d be okay. But I kept my hand on my chest anyway, and when he told me my heart was starting to slow, I could feel it was true. According to him, my blood was one hundred percent saturated with oxygen, my lungs were clear, and my heart, though fast, was beating in a normal rhythm. At the uncertainty in my voice as I declined a trip to the hospital, he told me not to worry. “We have a lady who calls all the time with panic attacks,” he said, still with that smile.

			Panic attacks? How could something so physical—the pounding heart, the shaking hands, the tunnel vision—have been a product of my own mind? I wanted to call Larry, but he was in the operating room, removing a tumor from a patient’s brain. So after the ambulance left, I Googled my symptoms and stared at words like hypoglycemia, thyroid disease, heart arrhythmia. My face turned cold with recognition at the last: there was my diagnosis—a heart arrhythmia. Though the EMT had told me otherwise, my belief lived far deeper than his words could reach: these words in front of me, as bold as truth, were confirmation of a lifelong fear.

			I’d first suspected something was wrong with my heart when I was eleven and noticed it thumping in my chest. My sister and stepbrother let me check their chests, but theirs were still. “Look,” I said, pointing at mine, “it’s moving!” Later, when the school nurse told me the reason my heartbeat was visible was simply that I was skinny, I didn’t entirely trust her. I worried constantly over my defective heart, and for months after she shooed me back to class, I regularly took my pulse and the pulses of my friends. Mine was always the fastest.

			Now that my childhood fear had come full circle, I didn’t know whether to gloat or start planning my will. Instead, I looked up one more thing: panic attacks. There again, my symptoms matched. I was surprised to find that panic attacks can strike “out of the blue” and are often initially mistaken for heart attacks. But in reality, a panic attack is simply a fight-flight response that occurs at the wrong time—like a fire alarm going off when there’s no fire.

			I abandoned the sea of disorienting medical text on my computer and the sketchy websites that promised a cure in exchange for my credit card number, and spent the rest of the day feeling shaky and alone. The hours trickled by, and when Larry came home that evening, I approached him solemnly in the foyer and told him my news. “I think something’s wrong with my heart. Also, I may have had a panic attack.”

			Larry, being a thoughtful and steady man, and also a man who, unlike me, took his time when given information to which he was expected to respond, went about his usual habit of unloading his keys and wallet onto the front table, then walking into the kitchen to place the mail on the counter. We gave each other the standard hug and kiss, and then he asked, “What happened?”

			I told him about the palpitations and the paramedics, half watching him and half watching the trees outside hold the late light like honey while the sun rested like a slingshot in a low branch. Larry exhaled audibly, and for what seemed like a long time. His scrub top was coming untucked, and his hair had lost its gelled stiffness and flopped forward onto his forehead. It had been a long day for us both. “You’re fine,” he decided, smiling as if there were no other choice. And we stood like that, in the kitchen, with all that light between us.

			I couldn’t entirely blame him for dismissing me. We each had hypcochondriacal tendencies, which I found to be a source of both intrigue and familiarity when we were first getting to know each other. In fact, it was when we discovered that we’d both taken a semester off from college after diagnosing ourselves with MS that I fell in love with him. Since then, we’d both gone the neurotic route on occasion, thinking our headaches were tumors, our stomachaches cancer, our fevers malaria.

			But that night, everything seemed different, as if the earth had shifted by a degree so that nothing was quite as I’d left it. The small mosaic lamp on the bookshelf glowed cooler; I noticed creaks in the floorboards I hadn’t noticed before; and when I wasn’t looking, someone had altered all the angles of the trees in our yard. In bed, I threw my arm around Larry and blinked into the darkness. “I’m scared,” I said.

			Larry was silent again for a moment, and in that moment I wanted so many things—both reasonable and unreasonable things. I wanted him to ask me what I was afraid of, even if I didn’t have the answer. I wanted him to turn on the light and look at me, and maybe touch my face. I wanted him to tell me a story about a girl who was afraid and who found magical things in the woods. But it was late, and Larry was already overwhelmed by his new job in a new city, and being afraid is such a vague affliction that all he could do was tell me it was time to go to sleep. So I went to sleep.

			The next morning I woke up still terrified of being alone. “Do you have to go in today?” I asked, reaching for Larry’s hand in the predawn light. “Can’t you call in sick?”

			“You know I can’t,” he said, apologetically. So I watched him through the glass as he showered. He was sloppy with the shampoo, soaping his scalp as one might wash a black Lab. The suds ran down his face, his smooth chest. When he got out, I handed him his towel, then watched him drive his electric razor over his cheeks. I watched him spit toothpaste into the sink. I watched him pull on his boxers—the red ones with the gray whales—and his socks, and his scrubs. I watched his taillights disappear into the morning, and the night slink away like a lover behind him. I watched the daylight come on, steady as a train.

			I looked down at Aramis and Starlet. “Now what?” They looked back up at me, wide-eyed and silent.

		

	
		
			TWO
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			If I could take one seed from childhood and propagate it, it would be what might seem like an ordinary couple of minutes outside a grocery store: I am eight, standing under an awning with my little sister, Joanne, who is five. Our mother has left us with the bags to go get the car. The world is slanted with rain, and our mother is disappearing into gray mist. Piped-in music reverberates against the clanging of metal carts, and fog spreads across the parking lot. It reaches under the awning and envelops us. I stare out into the spot where my mother vanished as if into an ocean, waiting for her to reappear. At first I don’t notice that Joanne, beside me, has her pointer finger pressing down on top of her bowl-cut head and her other hand at rest on her chubby hip as she pirouettes to the grocery store version of “Music Box Dancer.” She is pretending to be a ballerina. There my little sister spins and spins, for nobody but herself. There, she seems, for a minute or two, not to know the sounds of our mother’s screams or our father’s bellows; she seems not to know anything but a song, and the joy of moving to it.

			If I could show you only one picture of my sister, it would be of her in that moment, dancing in the mist in a juice-stained shirt in her favorite color, purple. I would choose that picture because it is an allegory of how the spirit wants to thrive and how, no matter the depth and weight of a particular kind of darkness, our spirits still seek light, still attempt to nurture the truest parts of ourselves. I would show it to you because it marks the last time I remember seeing my sister completely unfettered, happy.

			When it comes to everything that is tender and sacred about childhood, that moment is the purest one I’ve got. But it is also the most heartbreaking, because it represents a kind of loss in motion: as my sister twirled, even my eight-year-old self recognized her joy as a fragile thing, a thing that wouldn’t survive the cataclysmic world in which we lived. I could see then, unmistakably, what I had already lost, and what she would lose, too. A child myself, I ached for that moment as it happened. I wanted to keep it. But it was my sister’s moment—it was her seed, and it would not grow. If I could have, I would have cultivated it; I would have handed it back to her, a field of pale purple irises that smelled like candy.

			Later that same year, my mother took my sister and me shopping at a department store in a strip mall, and I made my mother angry by whining for something I wasn’t allowed to get. This escalated into a standoff, during which she walked through the store ignoring me while I pretended to vanish, following her from a safe distance while hiding behind racks of clothes so she couldn’t see me. I didn’t come to the register when she paid and left the store, and only after counting twenty Mississippis did I step outside to stand under the awning, my arms crossed in steely defiance. After loading the car, my mother pulled up and gave it to me—my one shot, her two words. “Get in.” But I wouldn’t budge. So my mother rolled the window back up, and I heard the click of the gears as she slowly began to drive away. I watched her turn past a row of cars and speed up. I saw my sister swiveled around, seat belt off, her fists balled, her red face stricken and furious behind the back window as she wailed and wailed and was silenced by the closed windows of the car and the growing distance between us. Then the awareness came—the night’s cool tip against my cheek, the ebb of my mother’s taillights, her car steadily approaching the parking lot exit—and I started running. I chased her car with every bit of strength my scrawny legs could muster, screaming for her to stop, but it was too late. She turned onto the main road and was gone.

			At first I cried the kind of cry that makes you stagger, that jars your mouth open. But then the crying mellowed to a soft whimpering, and I started counting the lamps in the parking lot, listening to the buzz of their yellow glow. I could hear traffic from the road hissing past. I could hear crickets waking up, their metallic chirp. And as I listened, the tears abated like a flash rain, and for a strange moment I felt peacefully untethered—free.

			That day became the first of what would be many days that my mother would leave me in parking lots. It became a routine, each of us playing our part—my threatening to leave, and her letting me go. But in the end, she always came back for me. After ten or twenty minutes, I’d recognize our Grand Prix as it turned in off the road, and my heart would spring, and I’d watch her headlights come toward me, and the car would stop, and my sister would be looking at me through the glass, and my mother would open the door, and this time I’d get in, and none of us would say anything, but the music would be playing, and my sister would reach for me, and I would take her hand, and we would head down the road in the direction of home.

		

	
		
			THREE
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			Solitude had always been the place where I went to be with my secrets, where I felt them thriving and banging in my blood, where I felt as alive as I could feel. But after that first panic attack, solitude had transformed overnight into a fate almost unbearable, and I wanted nothing to do with it. For a long time, I stood by the window and watched the driveway, the empty space Larry had left behind when he went to work. Unlike my usual strong, levelheaded self, I felt like a child abandoned again, and I had to keep resisting the urge to call and beg him to come back.

			All I could think about was what would happen if another attack came. And then, probably because I was worrying about it, one did come, this time while I was peering noncommittally into the refrigerator.

			Once again, my speeding heart offered no reasons for its alarm. My body trembled and my breath came short and my heart rattled against my rib cage. My sense of space warped so that with each step, as I clutched the phone and hustled outside, I thought I was falling. I tried to focus on something, but everything around me had gone fuzzy—the slate stones of the walkway, the azalea bushes primly in their row, the Caribbean blue flowerpot with its sun-crackled paint. There was only pounding, pounding, and the inescapable feeling I was going to die.

			This wasn’t a quiet feeling; it was a loud and jagged scream; it was the terror of drowning; it was all the terrible things I had ever known and ever feared, uncoiling into a thousand savage arms ruggedly pulling me under until I could not see or think or feel beyond my most basic hardwired need to claw through and take another breath.

			I called 911, but when I heard the voice on the other end, I remembered the men who’d been here just the day before, how they’d smiled at me, and I couldn’t bear the thought of facing them again. With my fingertips pressed against the side of my neck, I told the 911 operator that I’d misdialed, then hung up and hunched over on the front step, my head in my lap.

			When I called Larry, I spoke into my knees. “It’s happening again.”

			“What’s happening again? I’m in the middle of seeing patients.”

			“My heart,” I said. “Can you come home?”

			“You’re okay,” he said. Then he repeated himself, as if there were no other thing to say.

			But those words didn’t help, no matter how many times he repeated them. They were both a dismissal and a directive, and I wanted neither. I wanted him to make some gesture that would magically gather me up, like a basket of fallen fruit. The phone shook in my hand, rattled against my ear. “You can’t come home, can you?”

			Larry sighed. “I’ll be home as soon as I can.” We both knew what that meant: not soon at all.

			Outside, it was obnoxiously summer, things blooming all over the place. And my fear seemed to be part of the pollen, stuck in the air, collecting in my lungs. I thought of friends I could call, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to say some version of Hi, I thought I’d give you a call between panic attacks or heart arrhythmias or whatever the hell is happening to me, just to let you know that I’m afraid—of everything. Also, I may be going crazy.

			I couldn’t understand how I would be so afraid now, here. As a child in my parents’ custody and as a teenage runaway, I’d had countless reasons to be afraid, but when I was nineteen, I’d walked away from that world and given myself a fresh start. For the sixteen years that followed, I’d found what seemed to me a stable and happy life. I’d once come across a saying attributed to the Buddha—“How sweetly the lotus grows in the litter of the wayside”—and I liked imagining myself as that lotus, having emerged from the filth of my past still clean. It was nice to think that the chaos I’d lived through not only hadn’t damaged me but had provided me with a hard-won wisdom I could offer my friends. I was happy to be the one they came to with their love spats, their sadness, their uncertainty. That was my role with most people in my life—a calm presence who could show others how to move toward light—and I took it on gratefully. I wanted to believe that I had already learned the hard lessons of life, that the majority of my struggles—real struggles—were behind me now. And I liked the idea that by taking charge of my life at such a young age, by having pulled myself up out of the abyss by the force of my own will, I’d discovered a power I probably would never have otherwise known I had, a power that made it possible for me to be relentless about going after what I wanted—love, safety, a happy life—and to build it. But now, as I sat in terror, for the second time in as many days, on the front step of the beautiful home I shared with the beautiful man I loved, I felt utterly powerless.

			When Larry came home that night, I greeted him with his old stethoscope from medical school, which I’d found in the basement in the equally old black doctor’s bag that he’d purchased earnestly for his first day as a doctor-to-be and never carried again after he realized that the only doctors who had them were in 1950s movies. He looked crumpled—not only his scrubs but also his expression—and I could see the toll this intensely stressful new job was taking on him. Normally, I would have pulled him toward me and tried to make him smile, but instead, in my obsession, I thrust his stethoscope at him. “My heart,” I said. “Something’s wrong with it.” As far as I was concerned, my diagnosis wasn’t a matter of choosing between panic attacks and heart problems; it was both.

			He placed an armful of papers down on the foyer table and listened to my heart. “It’s bad,” I said. “Isn’t it?”

			“Shhhh.”

			“It’s an arrhythmia.”

			“It’s not an arrhythmia.”

			“Then it’s a murmur.”

			“Shhhh,” he said, tracing the stethoscope around under my shirt. “It sounds fine.” He pulled the stethoscope out of his ears and placed it on top of the table.

			I picked it up and gave my heart a listen. It was fast. “I don’t know,” I said. “How much did you study hearts in medical school?”

			“Not that much.”

			“Then how do you know it’s normal?”

			“Because I know.”

			“That’s not very convincing.” I took the stethoscope back. “Maybe I should see a cardiologist.”

			“I’m telling you,” he said, his voice rising in exasperation, “your heart is fine.” He stood silently looking at me with that wide-eyed defiant stare he gave when he had nothing more to say.

			I knew what he was thinking—that this was nothing more than the worries of a hypochondriac—and I understood why he would see it that way. Maybe if I’d told him that my heart had felt out of control since I was eleven, he would have invited me to come sit with him, and we could have talked about it. But my past frightened Larry, and sometimes it frightened me to tell him about it. He knew a basic sketch of my childhood, my years of homelessness, but the details stayed tucked away. It was complicated, what to tell and what not to tell. Part of what I loved so much about Larry was his wholesomeness—his persistent boyishness (even as a chairman in his early forties, he was regularly mistaken for a student) and general lack of worldly experience—and how everything about him stood as an antidote to the darkness of the life I’d once known. In omitting the grit of my childhood, it was as if I were claiming some of Larry’s innocence as my own, as if together we could create a different story.

			And we did. We’d filled our first house, a small old Cape Cod, with dancing, with the scents of fresh flowers and roasting vegetables and sweet things baking, with pictures of us smiling the smiles of people in love. We held hands always—whether we were in the car, bobbing our heads to corny disco songs, or lying in bed, having random discussions about the interconnectedness of particles—even in the rare moments when we were arguing. Sometimes when Larry got called in to do trauma surgery in the middle of the night, I went with him. When I taught writing classes in the evening, he waited outside the door of my classroom just to carry my books the hundred feet to my car. We spent hours past midnight standing in our backyard and watching the sky through Larry’s telescope, then talked into the morning about the universe, old dreams, what our children might look like. There’s an old question meant to test your love: would you fight a bear to save this person? And with Larry, I never had any doubts. I would have braved any bear for him, and he would have done the same for me. And for a while in the beginning, as we were creating our new story, I forgot about my own. I let myself believe that ours was the only one.

			But palimpsests are problematic. No matter how many stories you put on top of the first story, the first one is always there, visible. And more than innocence, I wanted intimacy, which is difficult when you give your partner only sketches of yourself, when the person who loves you doesn’t want to know more. It’s not that Larry didn’t know me—he knew my character, my quirks, my joys; he knew who I’d become—but not who I’d been. And I wanted him to want to know the rest. Because what was going on inside me, most of the time, was more than what Larry was willing to see. Peeling the layers back and back, underneath it all I would always be, foremost, a runaway—a girl ruled by the tempestuousness of her heart. It would be the story that would tell itself again and again, no matter how I tried to silence it.

			We didn’t talk about hearts anymore that night. Instead, we ate dinner in front of the television, my hand incessantly darting to the pulse at my neck—as if by monitoring it I could somehow control it; I could be truly certain I was alive—while Larry pretended not to notice. Eventually I picked the stethoscope back up, pressed the circle to my chest, and listened to my heart. It sounded like a washing machine that gets unbalanced in the spin cycle, knocking urgently, louder and louder. I don’t remember what we watched on television, only that it was narrated by the sound of my heartbeat.

			Later that night, in the unfamiliar dark of our bedroom, Larry climbed on top of me, the stethoscope still around my neck like a windblown tie. I liked having it there, waiting to monitor the goings-on of my viscera. As we moved together, I thought it’s amazing, all the different ways one can live in a body.

		

	
		
			FOUR
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			My earliest memories are of my father’s hands, of attachment. In my first memory, I have no words, only sensation: a tight wrap in blankets, small flecks of light flickering above in the night sky, my father’s hand pressing me to his chest. He hovered godlike above me. The sky was the color of dark plums.

			I was born in Queens, where we lived in a dismal apartment near Kennedy Airport. What I remember most about my four years living there was the noise: at all hours, airplanes roared overhead and rattled our apartment. When the planes came, my father would rush to me and cup the fleshy insides of his hands over my ears. Sometimes even at night he’d rise from their bed, from the darkness, and come to me in my crib, where his hands went about their steady work of muffling the sound. But sometimes he and my mother were fighting, and then he didn’t come to me. Then the three of us would be screaming—my father’s deep roar, my mother’s high howl, my breathless wailing—and the planes would thunder, and my ears would ache, and life seemed like one big rumbling hole that wanted to swallow us.

			In my earliest memories, I do not remember my mother’s hands. Or rather, I remember the absence of them. During the days, when my father was at work, I reached for my mother, yearned for all the pieces of her—her hands, her lap, her smile—but she didn’t reach back. Sometimes when a plane came, we would both cry. My mother cried not only because of the planes but also because she was gaining weight, because her mother-in-law told her to cut her long blond hair to the nape, and she did. She was crying because she had no friends and because Sesame Street was only an hour long and she didn’t know what to do with me when it was over. She was crying because she was in her early twenties and could already see her life drawn out, a sketch on paper she couldn’t rip up.

			Sometimes she sat in the kitchen and asked, “Can you see him?” She always pointed at the same one of the three empty chairs at the table, while I stood beside her leg. “It’s Jesus.”

			I looked at the chair and saw only a chair.

			She gazed in awe. “He’s beautiful. Just beautiful.”

			Another plane came. We cried.

			At three years old, I liked the rise of questions: “Mommy, why are you sad?” She sat in the soft green chair and stared toward the window, sobbing in bursts, wiping her nose on her arm. Startled, she turned to me, blinking quickly, as if she’d forgot not only that I could speak but that I was even in the room. “You’re too wise,” she said, but moved her face away again, back toward the window, its delicate haze.

			I didn’t know what wise meant. I wondered if it was like eyes.

			My mother’s belly was growing like a moon. “You’re wise,” I told it, while she slept flat-backed on top of her rust-colored bedspread. She slept a lot, so I watched her a lot, waiting for her to wake up. I watched the light change with the day and move shadows around the room like puppets. I watched her jaw chew invisible bites while she dreamed. I watched her chest rise and fall. Sometimes I tried to wake her by telling her I loved her—whispering it at first, then speaking it, then kind of barking it—but once she was sleeping, she was not the kind of dreamer you could rouse.

			When they brought home my new sister, Joanne, I put the back of my hand to my forehead the way I’d seen people do on TV, and fell to the floor, pretending to faint. At first, I heard my grandma giggle, “Oh, Ritala,” but then no one said anything. I lay there for a while, legs akimbo, head turned to one side, eyes closed, waiting for someone to notice. When I finally stood up, everyone was on the other side of the room peering at Joanne, so I went over, too. She smiled a lot, except when the planes came. Now when they did, my father rushed to her and I covered my own ears.

			In the months after Joanne was born, my mother cried more. She cried in the green chair and also in the shower. She cried on her way from the green chair to the shower. But when she talked to Jesus, she never cried. I liked hearing her talk. I liked watching her nod and offer Invisible Jesus tea.

			Joanne, now sitting up in her playpen, didn’t understand. She was all rattles and stuffed rabbits and plastic rings that stacked into a rainbow. My game was to make her laugh by popping up over the rim of her playpen and shouting, “Boo!” The trick was to be quick, to make each time a surprise. It almost always worked, and her gummy pink laughter was the best thing I’d ever heard.

			When my father came home, he yelled at my mother. “Look at you—you don’t even bother to brush your hair anymore, not to mention cook a meal. What did you feed the girls today? Tell me.” He opened the refrigerator.

			“Rita’s too picky. All she wants is spinach. But Jesus said—”

			“Fuck Jesus!” He threw a bottle of ketchup. It didn’t break, but it dented the wall. My mother cried. I cried. Joanne cried, too. His voice was an explosion. “I don’t want to hear another fucking ‘Jesus’!” He grabbed her shoulders. “Do you understand?”

			She didn’t answer. Instead, her face twisted into a cry that climbed louder and louder, and she didn’t stop for a long time, not even after he let go and she slumped to the floor. That day Jesus walked out of our apartment and never returned.

			But the planes never stopped coming, and my mother began to tremble even in the silence in between. When my father said we were moving to Maryland, I asked if Maryland had planes.

			“Maryland has peace,” he told me, “peace and quiet.”

			Before we moved to Maryland there were two events I will never forget. The first is that for my fourth birthday, my parents gave me Legos. I wanted Legos more than anything, and these people, who were gnarled up in so much pain, had given them to me. By then I was already learning to scarf up the good thing for all it was worth. So I jumped up and down on the bed as two people: a girl who was happy to have this thing she deeply wanted, and a girl who was already self-aware, who wondered, Am I jumping up and down hard enough? Smiling big enough? Letting them know I am grateful enough? I was already a girl trying to patch the roaring hole that my parents’ misery had made in our lives.

			The second thing that happened is that, in my father’s hands, I broke free. He had taken me to the zoo, and we were standing at a fence, both of our arms outstretched—his lifting me up, mine reaching forward for all that massive gray: an elephant, who with one sweep of his trunk breathed the world into motion. His ears skimmed the air like ragged kites, and all I wanted was for him to take the peanut I clutched in my small hand. And with his stupendous and dexterous trunk, he did. In a single gentle swoop, he lifted the peanut from my palm, and through his swift breeze-like touch, in that moment of give-and-take, I made contact. I was seen. I learned grace.

			I was allowed to bring home a souvenir that day: a lime-green flashlight that you had to squeeze on and off. It was attached to a long chain, which I wore around my neck and took to bed with me, squeezing it on under the tent of my covers. I took that flashlight everywhere because it reminded me of the elephant, and of what would turn out to be one of the last sweet times I would share with my father.

			My father and his brother, sons of World War II survivors, had also grown up in Queens. Their father, my grandfather, was already old then. His first wife and three children had been killed in Treblinka, where he, too, nearly died from a gunshot wound to the abdomen. But he’d been an obstetrician in Poland, so he knew how to tend the wound, how to survive. He was a smart and good man who, here in the States, could get little more than a janitor job. He was frail by then—arthritic and nearly deaf.

			The latter might have been a blessing, because my grandmother was always yelling at him. Despite her crotchety ways, I loved her because she made excellent French toast. It was soft in the middle, crisp on the edges, and drenched with maple syrup. She kept a clean house, always bending over to remove some small speck of dirt off the floor, and she served meals at the same times each day—a habit that gleamed in sharp contrast to the volatility of our usual life. Occasionally Joanne and I spent the night with her and immediately cozied into her crisp sheets and loyally followed routine. But for all my grandmother’s dedication to homeyness, she seldom had a warm or witty thing to say, so I often ended up asking her to tell me again about the concentration camps. And she always told me the same story: twice a day they were given bread and coffee, and in the evenings, instead of drinking the coffee, she washed her hair with it. She seemed so proud of this detail: that not even Hitler could make her hair dirty.

			Of course she was angry. My grandfather was angry because she was angry. My father was angry, too—a young boy getting into street fights, taking odd jobs to bring money home to his parents and still never being able to please his mother. “You’re an idiot,” she used to tell him. “What will people think of me, having an idiot for a son?”

			Who knows where all the anger of war goes? Who knows the ways brutality wedges itself into the body, into the synapses of a brain? Who knows what parts of ourselves we must consume in order to survive? What I do know is that my father’s family was not a happy one. I know that he had a dream of being a lawyer, and that he dropped out of college after one semester so that he could get a job to support his parents. They went without, and he went without, and though for a short time he tried to give to us, his new family, as fathers give, in the end he couldn’t. So we all went without.

			My mother often told me that her father, in the midst of a diabetic temper, once yelled, “You should have choked when you were born!” She was very young when he wished this on her, but she took it into herself wholly. She grew up afraid of water, always fearful she would drown. She was born in Paris and boarded a ship to New York with her parents and her older sister when she was four. She spent the entire trip seasick in the cabin, and when they arrived in New York, she hated her first impressions of America—the way people spoke, the food they ate, her estrangement from all of it. She hated that her parents gave her and her sister one doll to share between them, and that her sister hit her over the head with a bat for touching it. My mother didn’t fight back. She was shy to the point of throwing up before school each day, and if I were given only one chance to describe her, then and in all the years I knew her, it was as a person who wanted to hide.

			She was sixteen when she met my father on a blind date. They fell in love, and with the love came the fighting. They fought over jealousy, over their parents, over other things I will never know. They fought in cars, in the still space of my mother’s bedroom, in the din of Coney Island. They fought on their honeymoon. Yet no matter how much they fought, they couldn’t change the shape of each other, of their past, of the new life they had already created. For both of my parents, I represented just one more loss of freedom, and when my mother was eight months pregnant with me, my father kicked her stomach. “You came too soon,” she always told me. “Three weeks early. I wasn’t ready. I wanted Chinese food that night, but then you came instead.”

			Though my father had promised peace, after we moved to Maryland my parents’ fights grew more intense. They were staggering and swinging from a combination of drugs and rage. They slapped and punched and bit each other. They called each other long rashes of names. Other times they were too high to do anything. Sometimes my father would sit on the sofa in the evening and watch a blue spinning lamp with crescent moons cast shadows on the walls until his head lolled back and his eyes rolled up, leaving two gashes of white. I liked him this way, because all the menace was drained from him then. He was limp, gone from us.

			My mother wasn’t much of a cook, but I do remember the last big meal she made for us as a family: a roast chicken with carrots and potatoes. Unfortunately, the potatoes were undercooked, and my father punished her for this by throwing tennis balls at her and then locking her out on the balcony until it got very dark and my sister and I could barely distinguish her profile from the darkness. So it was mostly TV dinners after that. One thing my mother still cooked, though, was soft-boiled eggs, which, to my bewilderment, everyone else seemed to enjoy. Every Sunday morning they arrived at the table, upright and wobbly in their flowery blue eggcups. And every Sunday morning, I gagged at each slimy bite before giving up and pushing my chair back. “You’re not finished,” my mother would say, to which I’d complain that the egg was cold. “Well, that’s your problem. Next time, don’t play with it, and it won’t get cold.” Once when I couldn’t finish my egg, my father kicked me clear across the living room.

			It wasn’t the first time my father had struck me, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last. I don’t remember the first time either of my parents hit me, maybe because every time someone hits you, it feels like a first. But by then, part of my seven-year-old self knew that no matter what I did, I wouldn’t ever make my father proud. Still, that didn’t stop me from wanting to, or from trying. So the next week, as my father sat behind me watching television in the living room, I cast a glance at him over my shoulder and decided to finish my egg. It was a tricky egg. It squiggled to the back of my throat and got stuck there. Even with sips of my orange juice, I still gagged. When I spooned in my last bite, I didn’t even bother to swallow. I ran straight in to tell my father.

			“Guess what!” I stood in front of him. “I ate my whole egg!” A wet line dripped down my chin.

			He fixed his eyes on me, and his lips pulled back in disgust. “I’d suggest you sit back down in that chair of yours and finish chewing,” he warned. “You look like a pig, chewing like that, talking with your mouth full.”

			I went back to the table and let my tears fall silently. Then I felt a sharp pain at the back of my head. I turned around and saw a Play-Doh can rolling on the floor behind me. My father was sitting on the sofa with another in his hand, squinting one eye and cocking back his arm. I turned quickly and tried to duck, but the next can hit me in the same spot. I covered my head with my hands, and he threw two more cans until he missed and knocked a plant to the floor, its terra-cotta pot in pieces.

			My mother rushed over. “Enough!” She crouched by the plant and scooped the dirt into her hands.

			Joanne sat on the floor in the middle of the room and wailed. My father didn’t move from the sofa.

			After the table was cleared, the baby’s breath repotted, the Play-Doh cans picked up, my father walked into Joanne’s and my bedroom. I was lying on my bed, flipping through a picture book of roses that Grandma had given me, distracting myself from the lump that still throbbed on the back of my head. Some of the colors, especially the fuchsias, were so saturated and vibrant that I wanted to eat them. I pressed my nose into the crease to sniff the glossy pages, which smelled the way streets do after a rain.

			My father appeared in the doorway, then paused for a moment before he walked over to me, his hands straight down by his sides. His eyes weren’t angry anymore, and the muscles in his face had softened. He cleared his throat. “I was wondering if you’d like to take a ride with me.”

			Sometimes, if my father really hurt me or my mother, he felt guilty afterward. That’s how my mother got most of her jewelry. I looked down at my roses and turned a page. “Okay,” I said, without lifting my eyes.

			He sat on the bed beside me, and I cringed a little. “You know I love you and Joanne very much, don’t you?” I nodded, still not wanting to look up. I knew what he would say next, because he’d already told me more than once, perhaps in an attempt to preserve some small morsel of my psyche, that the reason he and my mother never hit my sister was that she almost died when she was a baby. He thought it was important for me to know this, that perhaps if she’d been less fragile, they would have hit her, too.

			She had been bleeding inside, and no one knew why. Though I was only five when she got sick, I always remembered those two weeks she spent in the intensive care unit, getting blood transfusions while my parents kept a crib-side vigil. I stayed with neighbors who lived on the same floor as we did and who had two daughters near my age, and it was there that I got my first real tastes of an ordinary life, one where people talked and laughed at the dinner table and the kids were happy and airy. While my sister clung to life, I clung to this other­world, collecting flint in the woods with those two blond girls, then bringing our rocks inside and, in a manic dance of joy, banging them together until they made sparks. And though I missed my sister terribly, I didn’t entirely understand how perilous her situation was. All I knew for sure then was that I would have traded almost anything to be able to always dance in the neighbors’ living room like that, giggling with wonder, nearly causing a fire.

			My mother must have taken my sister out to the playground that Sunday afternoon, because they weren’t in the apartment anymore when my father and I left for our drive. It was an uncomfortable feeling, being offered this kindness from him, because I knew it wasn’t a kindness I could trust, not even when, at the High’s convenience store just outside of our apartment complex, he announced that I could get as much candy as I wanted. My mother generally didn’t let Joanne and me have sugar, so this was a treat beyond all treats. But my head hurt, and the sadness in me felt almost like a sickness. Still, the candy aisle, like a secret corridor, was perennially seductive with its rainbowed wall almost overflowing and its fragrant mix of sugar, chocolate, and plastic. I eyed up the Hershey’s bars and Fun Dip and Charleston Chews, which I knew Joanne would love, while my father stood eagerly at the end of the aisle. He was smiling. Somehow it seemed crucial not to let him down, so I started dropping candy into a small paper bag and nodding my head when he nodded his. Behind him was the door, which was shining in a giant rectangle of midday sun. The longer I stood there in that aisle selecting candy, the more transfixed I became by that door, its glow, the openness beyond it. I wanted to drop my candy and run through it, into light like a warm bath. I could hear the cars whirring past along the road. Here, gone, here.

			I brought my half-filled bag to the counter where the cashier told me how lucky I was to have such a nice dad. “You’re his little princess, aren’t you?”

			I looked down while my father clinked some change into her hand.

			“Oh, she’s a shy one,” she said, nodding her head at me.

			And then we were out in the silvery light, then in the small space of his hot car, heading home.

			[image: •]

			Occasionally Joanne and I shared days that seemed suspended, that rose up out of our usual lives and shone like balloons in the sun. Take this day, for example. It was spring. It was the stillest kind of day. The trees and bushes and even the hair hanging out of Joanne’s blue and white Good Humor cap were in a deep sleep. She was selling ice cream—white, brown, and pink plastic ice pops she pulled from her plastic Good Humor truck. “Ten cents for ice cream!”

			There was no one around. I sat on the front steps trying to feed a leaf to a caterpillar. As it crawled across my fingers, I turned my hand to keep it from falling off.

			Joanne opened and reopened the lid to check her static inventory. “Get your fresh ice cream!”

			The caterpillar wouldn’t eat. I put him in the grass, and within seconds he was heading down the sidewalk at a steady gait, as if he had someplace very specific to go. Resisting the urge to reclaim him, I plucked a small yellow flower from the grass at the bottom of the hill. “Buttercup,” I whispered.

			I lay up the hill with my legs sprawled into gravity and stared at the muted sky, then turned to rest my ear against the grass. I listened, and they came: hoofbeats. They were galloping, strong, nearer and nearer. I imagined them behind the woods, a fleeting blaze across the field.

			“Ice cream for sale! Ten cents!” Joanne adjusted her cap and looked around for someone she might be missing.

			I walked up to her truck. “What flavors do you have?”

			“I’ve got Chocolate Eclairs, Strawberry Shortcakes, and Toasted Almonds.”

			“I’ll have a Toasted Almond.”

			“That’ll be ten cents, please,” she said eagerly.

			I pressed the buttercup into her hand. “Here you go.”

			She expertly retrieved the white ice cream and handed it to me.

			I sat back on the steps and pretended to eat my fifth ice cream of the afternoon.

			Life is never all bad, and Joanne and I sipped up the joy we could, sometimes together, but more of the time apart. Though I typically spent a lot of time outside while Joanne tended to stay inside and play with her dolls or watch TV, what separated us most weren’t the different things we did as much as the different things we knew, and how we’d come to know them. I knew the terror of how it felt to be pulled down the hall by my hair, backhanded in the face, and wished death by my mother—and of how it felt to be kicked, whipped with the buckle end of a belt, yanked from a bathtub, and thrown onto the floor by my father. Joanne knew the terror of how it felt to watch. We were each alone in our experiences, between which stretched an unapproachable gulf, but we shared what we could—an afternoon outside in the sun, the candy I brought home from High’s, Saturday mornings watching Road Runner or playing Candy Land—when we could. And despite our differences, what we both knew—what we lived every day—was how it felt to be helpless, to wake up each morning and go to sleep each night afraid.

			For as long as I can remember, I knew that my parents were out of control. I knew they were capable of anything. We lived in the hotbed of their most wretched selves, and in it they ran rampant. Yet despite the fear and sadness and shame I carried, hope kept sprouting up like weeds in the cracks, taking root inside me. I dreamed of a different world, wrote poems and short stories, read books and searched their pages—and the small pockets of our neighborhood—for the beautiful things. Like this, the months came and went, and the police came and went, and my father took a job back in New York, from which he came and went, arriving home on weekends. And on those weekends my parents continued to fight each other with a vehemence one could almost mistake for love. Except it wasn’t love. It was my mother’s clothes cut to shreds, my father’s car keyed from one end to the other. It was my mother taking my father down with a coffeepot to the head; it was his hands around her throat. Sometimes you could hear them fighting all the way down the street.

			That’s how far I would go some days, pretending that the shrieks and bangs were coming from someone else’s apartment. I collected rocks and dandelions, pressed my face to the cool grass, and felt the warmth of sun. I skirted the edge of the woods, and sometimes I ventured back to the small creek that wound through the trees, where I dipped my fingers into the cool water and peered out at the farm in the distance. No matter what happened inside my home, the world outside wouldn’t stop being beautiful. And I was learning that there was a certain power in assigning my own direction in my small but tangible piece of that world.
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