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			Advance Praise for 
Beautiful Monster

			 

			“Magic realism is, thankfully, still alive, and Miles Borrero uses his literary lineage to tell the compelling story of his own becoming. In Beautiful Monster, he artfully describes the ubiquitous anxiety, like Poe’s thumping heart under the floorboards, that comes from hiding one’s true self from his loved ones, from the world, and most poignantly—from his own culture. It’s a gift to be shepherded through this process with such deftness, humor, and pathos.” 

			—Alexandra Auder, author of Don’t Call Me Home

			“An enthralling read, beautifully written, that offers an insider’s view into the inner workings of growing up queer and trans in a straight world. Simply a must-read.” 

			—Cameron Esposito, standup comic, bestselling author

			“Miles Borrero gifts us his universal story with grace and a huge, lyrical heart. A roadmap for anyone seeking self-knowledge.” 

			—Ty Burrell, award-winning actor who starred in ABC’s critically acclaimed hit Modern Family

			“Miles’ storytelling shows us just how intricately the mundane and the divine are connected. Through his poetry and prose, Miles harnesses a transformative power—a power that brings his deepest truths to the light. This memoir is a gift to any reader who wants to truly know themselves, and wants to truly be known.”

			—Lauren Patten, Tony and Grammy Award winning actor and singer (Jagged Little Pill)

			“Spell-bound from the first page to the last, I laughed, cried, and deeply resonated with every twist and turn in this expansive and magical tale. Miles Borrero truly touched my heart.” 

			—Stephanie Szostak, actress (A Million Little Things) and author of Self!sh

			“Beautiful Monster is like a big, queer hug. Exactly what the world needs.” 

			—Kathryn Budig, author and founder of Haus of Phoenix
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			A Mami & Papi, 
for instilling the deep, 
unflinching sense of worth and belonging 
that has allowed for this extraordinary journey 
toward unearthing my center.

			To Tío, 
for showing me where the magic lies.

			And to all the trancestors 
and younger-than-me gender nonconformist originals, 
for your bravery and unstoppable imagination. 
You are the true measure of a whole heart. 
May the world realize this someday soon.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This memoir is a true re-membering. An act of stitching myself together by piecing fragments of family folklore with bits from my life and spinning them into something new, something whole. In these pages, I attempt to describe my past experiences with as much honesty as possible, though I’ve also heightened certain moments with magical realism, understanding that these stories are not solely mine. My aim is not to write in absolute truths, but rather to offer the reader an intimate glimpse into how these moments were felt. Where present-day insights have occurred, I have allowed them to shine forth, fleshing out events, offering them dimensionality in the process of catalyzing my own healing.

			My ancestors’ names have been preserved in honor of their memory and contribution. Most other names have been changed for privacy. At times, people, events and places have been blended, as my wish was never to point to any specific person, but rather to study with curiosity how my becoming has intersected with theirs.

			I also wish to acknowledge that, while each trans person’s journey is unique, the overall experience of walking this path reveals challenges and gifts that are worthy of exploration by both the reader and the world at large. My wish is to invite you into the depth of feeling, wisdom, and magic that we bring to the table.

		

	
		
			I.

			Phasing In

		

	
		
			Marina

			“Sweetheart, if you’re waiting for your parents to die in order to do what you need to in this life, I’m afraid you’ll be waiting a very long time,” Ferguson, my partner, offers unprompted as we get ready for bed.

			I hope she will stop speaking.

			She’s right, of course. I know this, as I sit on the toilet of our tiny Brooklyn bathroom in inconsolable tatters. My father has been in the hospital for four weeks. It is now clear that he is dying. I haven’t slept well in years, and my crippling worry and anxiety have gotten unbearable of late.

			“Your dad won’t be around much longer, but your mother’s people live forever. She might outlive you,” she says, not unkindly.

			Her directness sucks the air right out of my lungs.

			“It’s better to dive in sooner than later. Otherwise you may not get to do it at all.” Done flossing, she glances at me through light blue eyes. Her words burn. And not entirely in a bad way. In a cold plunge, wake-me-up kind of way I can’t even be mad at her for.

			We slide into bed, where she falls asleep midsentence thanks to her brain meds, while I lay there envious that she can sleep like that. She’s out cold. Snoring in uneven, maddening flurries without a care in the world, twitching, and nabbing me occasionally with her pointy elbow. Our two tiny dogs snuggle into her: Arlo, the Chihuahua—self-appointed back-of-the-knee warmer and Hank, the Maltese—the feather-soft equivalent of a hot water bottle right at tummy level. Leaving me alone to stare at the shadows on the ceiling and think. About Death, mostly. And home.

			I grew up in Colombia, South America, home to world-famous coffee, Shakira, and yes—cocaine. Which, along with our national treasures—Fernando Botero, the painter and sculptor of Rubenesque figures, and Gabriel García Márquez, the father of magical realism—made for a world brimming with contradiction and paradox.

			The Colombia I was raised in was bludgeoned by war. A war that spared no one. Pablo Escobar’s Colombia. Where fear spread faster than lice and we responded in kind, lighting the streets on fire with the smoky, sultry taca-taa taca-taa taca-taa of our feet hitting the pavement to the rhythm of salsa music. The harsh taste of aguardiente, our local liquor, fresh in our mouths, offering false courage for that singular moment in time, singeing our throats with anise.

			By the time I left Colombia to attend college in the US, I’d seen as many deaths on my parents’ TV as strangely wholesome black-and-white reruns of Leave It to Beaver dubbed in Spanish. Every night, piles of lifeless bodies in mass graves filled the screen. Mostly campesinos (field workers) in far-off towns, those who’ve always paid others’ debts in our country.

			Then, the most infamous death of them all—Escobar’s—replaced our despair with shock and surprise in 1993. The photos of his limp body crumpled facedown on the red tiles of a rooftop, surrounded by smiling soldiers, etched themselves into the backs of my eyelids in a way I would never unsee.

			Though my family was lucky enough to be spared from the cartel’s immediate violence, we did suffer our fair share of family deaths over the years. On Dad’s side, his parents, Abuelo Ernesto and Abuelita Marina, and on Mom’s, her beloved older sister, Tía Cris.

			I’d seen enough to appreciate that Death doesn’t look the same on everyone. Which is fascinating, heartbreaking, and, if I’m honest…a bit exhilarating. But not when I think about Dad’s. When I think about his death, I hit a panic wall of nothingness. I freeze. I can’t see beyond the moment my own life will shatter.
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			Headlights pierced the darkness, as Moby Dick—the great blue whale of a car—came to a full stop at the edge of the flooded road ahead. Hail the size of mothballs pounded the roof.

			“Mila, wake up! I need you to go out there and see if we can make it through the puddle.” Mom craned her neck to look back at me, distressed. I bolted upright, yellow beret dangling awkwardly atop my bowl cut. My hand ripped it out of the way mechanically, without much thought, like I did when I was little—chunk of hair and all. I’d fallen asleep in the back seat after horseback riding with the car’s easy sway. No longer able to curl up on the floor like I used to—enveloped by the warm hum of the engine, inhaling the faint fumes of gasoline. Still drowsy, I polished the foggy window with the sleeve of my sweater, making it worse as I peered out. We were still on the dirt road on the outskirts of Bogotá and were running late to Abuelito Ernesto’s funeral. The puddle was more like a small pond, and the road was deserted.

			Slipping off Susie’s old penny loafers, I exchanged them for my rubber riding boots. The sensation of pantyhose against the stiffness of the boot made my skin crawl. All family members have roles, and I knew mine. Mine was to do the “get dirty, wet, and cold” jobs, and I kind of loved it. I grabbed the tiny umbrella (which at our house was always the faintest suggestion of one) and stepped out into the tempest. Wading through the muddy water, I looked back. Mom offered encouragement from the crack in the window, a goldfish coming up for air: “Go on, honey! I’ll follow you!”

			My boots sank deeper into the mud, a tear in the left one letting the sludge seep in slowly as I searched for the shallowest path. Mom and Susie trailed behind me, oscillating in my wake. I hoped we wouldn’t drown the motor. If we did, our luck would be out, and here, on this solitary dirt road near the stables, there was no way to send word. I kept treading, focusing on the dry land ahead. The water now a third of the way up the car door, my foot sloshed inside my boot as I towed the Titanic behind me—the smallest of tugboats.

			When we made it through to the other side, I climbed back in, relieved.

			“Thanks, honey! You’re such a trooper.”

			 

			 

			At church, Abuelito Ernesto’s coffin was displayed starkly at the center of the altar, dripping in white garlands. I knew he was in there, but it didn’t feel real. The cathedral, impersonal with granite floors and vaulted ceilings, was freezing. My damp foot, a block of ice. The priest waved incense over the coffin muttering under his breath. I watched the ritual with apprehension. I felt numb. Dad’s grief-stricken face exposed the weight of our loss.

			When we went to stand by Abuelita Marina at the end of the service, she examined me, sour-faced, lips turned down as if she’d been sucking on a lime. Her eyes landed on my dirty foot, making her growl in a low decibel only I could hear, “What young lady shows up to her grandfather’s funeral looking like a filthy animal?” I stared at my guilty feet with shame, cheeks flushed by the glare of her rage, saying nothing. Not yet knowing that the shame I felt was actually hers, not mine. Not yet knowing that I would be much happier as the animal I am than trying to turn myself into a lady.

			 

			 

			That was the last time I saw her, Marina, standing on her own two feet.

			It was also one of two times I remember seeing Dad at church. The second—when he was front and center.
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			That same night. The night we buried Abuelito Ernesto—who died from the same lung condition that would eventually kill Dad—Marina did something of Marquezian proportions. That night, she crawled into Abuelo’s empty hospital bed in the bedroom of their Zen-style home, never to climb out. Until we buried her ten years later. Transforming his bed into her coffin.

			A romantic might mistake this with the dealings of a broken heart, and though that was surely part of it, it was much more than that. Marina, one of the first women in Colombia to drive a motorcar, who carried a ladylike (yet still deadly) pistol in her purse, had been wild and unruly when she was younger, but something essential had hardened over time. Making her mean in her old age. Lifelong resentments turned her into a kind of female Don Corleone—unflinching, absolute, and impossibly possessive.

			Don’t get me wrong: her anger was a fixture. Family lore had it that, on the day of the Bogotazo, the 1948 riots, Marina fought her way through the uproar to look for my then seven-year-old father. Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, a liberal poised to win the heated presidential election, had minutes before been assassinated while delivering a stirring speech in a central plaza in Bogotá, unleashing the unprecedented disturbance. In the heat of the moment, church-run schools attempted to remove themselves from politics altogether by releasing their students, my dad among them, into the streets without warning and closing their sanctimonious doors behind them. 

			When my grandmother made it to the plaza, where people frantically clawed at Gaitán’s body trying to snag a bloody keepsake, she spotted Dad instantly—jaw dropped and wide-eyed. Dragging him out of the mob by his collar, she furiously listed off (as Colombians say) “what he would die from”—ignoring that it could be her own chokehold. Breezing past the lollipop-shaped tree in the driveway, the pink rotary phone in the foyer, and the oasis of plants in the knitting room, she whipped Abuelo Ernesto’s belt off the valet stand, using it to beat him raw. Neither of them knew why.

			So Marina’s temper ran caliente, to say the least. Coming from money, she was a small-town princess, entitled and used to getting her way. Which, in her youth, made her wildly captivating. A streak of unbreakable fierceness Ernesto couldn’t find within himself. A kind of proof of life he didn’t possess. He was a steady, solemn man. He needed that spark almost as much as sunlight. So he whistled every morning, while drinking his tinto, his black coffee, at the tiendita across the street from her window. Like a lovebird hoping to draw her out. His mating call, eventually wearing her haughtiness down, giving her an unfamiliar, almost uncomfortable settled feeling. Something she’d never felt before but liked. His clear gray eyes then sealed the deal.

			She fell in love with his quiet mystery. Too much in love perhaps. He balanced her, made her fire bearable, and she adored him for it. Disarmed by it all, she agreed to marry him, despite his younger age and humble beginnings. Something she never forgave herself for. Their age gap was no small humiliation and was not to be mentioned by anyone, ever. We never knew exactly how many years she had on him, since each time she renewed her driver’s license, she managed to convince the clerk to dock a couple more years off the prior age by slipping him a nice stack of bills. Leaving her with IDs ages eighty-one, eighty-five, and eighty-nine by the time she died.

			Love failed to make up the difference between her head and her heart over the years, leaving her with the acidic feeling deep in her gut that Ernesto had not been good enough for her in the end. And now that he was gone, now that he had left her alone with no one to torment, her anger crystallized into the shocking, stubborn decision to lie there calcifying into a fossil right in front of our very eyes.
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			Ferguson and I met on an app. When I saw her picture, I knew we would be together. Call it fate. Or a feeling. After some preliminary flirting, we moved things off the app, texting back and forth. And though things seemed to flow, she wouldn’t agree to go out with me. For months. Like eight of them. But I didn’t give up. I’d text her from time to time, asking what she was up to. Until the whole thing had gone on long enough and I was done.

			I wrote her one last time. “Hi, we’ve been texting for eight months and I think you’re swell. But this is the last time I’ll ask you out. And I have to say, I think you’re making a mistake if you don’t go out with me.” The response came back immediately. “Are you free this Friday?”

			I learned later that she’d somehow, in those eight months, “acquired a girlfriend,” as she put it. Who she abruptly un-acquired prior to our first date. I asked her to dinner at my favorite Argentinian restaurant in Williamsburg. I was locking my helmet onto my motorcycle and giving my hair one last zhuzh in the side mirror when she showed up looking perfectly understated in white skinny jeans with pink loafers, red hair shining in the afternoon sunlight. We were seated in the back patio with lots of twinkly lights and a romantic ambiance. Everything, idyllic. We talked about her acting work, growing up in the South, her life in the city…and then the focus came to me.

			“So, you’re a yoga teacher?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

			“Yup.”

			“And you live in Bushwick?”

			“That’s right.” Our texts had been pretty bare bones.

			“But not, like, in one of those firetrap lofts with nine people and five cats?”

			I had to be honest. “Well, actually…”

			“But your roommates don’t make kombucha in the bathtub?” she teased.

			“Well…actually…one of my roommates does have a gnarly looking scoby in our fridge for that very purpose.” Her cheeks turned bright red. She laughed. I laughed too, self-conscious. The particulars of my living situation often worked as a device to separate the wheat from the chaff.

			I felt like it was either the best date I’d ever been on or the worst. And for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out which. Luckily, she was my kind of people and decided to stick around.

			 

			 

			Lying in bed paralyzed by the black hole of Dad’s impending death, my mind has nowhere else to go but her words. Ferguson is right. I have been waiting.

			I’d started using the name Miles socially, in my New York life, right before we met. It’d been a vulnerable transition for me, and one that most of my friends, yoga students, and employers chose to ignore. But Ferguson jumped right in from day one, unapologetically insistent on reminding people to use my name. The one I had chosen. The one I wanted to be called. She was so charming that no one could resist her. Since we’d been together, I’d also changed my pronouns from she/her to he/him, where once again, she’d been pivotal in helping others bridge that gap.

			The dam breaks. Tears stream down my face. I am so unequivocally Latin in this. The way I cry. Big and unstoppable. Almost comical.

			The truth, the real truth, is that I’ve been so terrified of hurting my parents that I have been biding my time. All these years, I’ve thought naively that I could protect them. All these years, I’ve felt guilty. For leaving Colombia, moving to the States. Guilty for making space between us without knowing why. For choosing myself, my freedom. I’ve even felt guilty for continually chipping away at unlearning the shame I’ve carried about who I am. What I am. Even if I don’t understand exactly what that is yet. Shame that was never mine to begin with but was ingested as frequently as coffee and is as jagged as the feeling after too many cups. I’ve been so terrified of hurting my parents that I am literally doing that which most pains me—hesitating, pausing, stalling. Waiting is not the same as living. I know something must give, even if just a little. For a ship that has changed course by the smallest degree ends up at a completely different destination.

		

	
		
			Camila

			On a balmy São Paolo morning, an eerie silence befell a sterile hospital room. Stillness hung in the air for an infinite second, a caesura, a gasp. The Ancients, gaze drawn to the horizon, awaited the inevitable: the very moment—though Time is a slippery and ever-changing thing—when dimensions would converge. Time nauseatingly stretched herself out like taffy…and just like that…

			Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!

			My newborn wail—and first song—bounced off the walls, slamming the room along with all those in it back into the forward motion of existence. I was birthed.

			My shriek muffled yet another sound underscoring the chaos. An electric crackle, a white noise that rumbled through the spirit world, imperceptible to human ears. Out in the fields, horses sniffed at the air, whipping their tails impatiently. Fluttering exhales of mist through tapioca lips. They could smell the snag in the fabric of Time.

			I broke Time as we know it.

			Well, I didn’t break it. The deeper, more ancient part of me did. The me that has always been, has never changed and never will, because it cannot be affected by Time or circumstance. That part. It had a different idea of what was to pass and, being Time-less, had more clout.

			Anyway, I guess it doesn’t matter why it broke. It just did. The system. The code. The compact. Or contract. Whatever you want to call the unspoken universal law set forth by the order of things. Nobody meant for it to happen. But it did.

			My spirit bifurcates. Though not entirely. Two halves of a whole split, yet overlap in the present moment; the penumbra in my eclipse—darkness dissolving into light. Or is it the other way around? Leaving me stuck, perhaps forever, between worlds. Though not in the way you might think. This gray, viscous state of becoming will grant me permissions others dare not dream of. Allowing me to glide seamlessly between worlds, unfettered by Newtonian restrictions, in sync with the chaos and uncertainty of the quantum realm of Time and Space—which are expressions of the same thing. Gifts such as these are reserved for the few because only we sense them and unlock them, out of necessity. My gift will lie awkwardly dormant for many years. Waiting for me to catch up to the reality of its existence. Making itself known in seemingly insignificant ways, while Time chips away at me, offering up more questions than answers. Eventually, though, I will learn that I can slow Time down, and also fold her onto herself, overlap her—live several Lives at once.

			In this beginning, though, Time simply refused to follow her usual structures around me. Meddling with even the smallest, most mundane attempts at joining this realm, like a name, or a birthday. And with a sharp sense of humor I found frustrating, she also made a point to ruin all watches and electronics I came into contact with, making them go berserk, flashing their lights or staying their hands. Making me feel like she didn’t want me here, like she’d never intended for me to get through the snag. Until I began to realize, much later, decades later, that she was rigged in my favor. It turns out she had been calling for me all along. Sending those signs to lead my awareness to my gift. Asking. No! Demanding that I remember: it, me, what could be.

			In the world that was water,
truth was thick
Like the bellows of Time.
Like silence—
sound inverted.
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			My arrival, the crowning event of our stay in Brazil, set into motion our family’s imminent move to Venezuela. My family, Colombian by birthright, had already moved around Central and South America for Dad’s work during the first era of my parents’ marriage. Happily, they landed in Brazil. It was my infant war cry that ended their sunny, friend-filled, nine-year tenure in the magical land of samba, beaches, and warm-blooded people who spoke in sloshy Portuguese that dribbled all over your senses and stuck to you like fresh pineapple juice, making you drunk with pleasure. Our furniture, well on its way to Caracas, made me the last unyielding piece refusing to fall obediently into place.

			First, there was the question of my name.

			And names are a serious question.

			My parents wanted to call me Mila, already made infamous by a Brazilian porn star in the late ’70s. Not wanting to saddle me with ill repute, they settled for Camila, and called me Mila anyway.

			There was a second impasse, more stubborn than the first. One pertaining to clan and country. In Colombia, a person has two last names: the father’s, followed by the mother’s maiden name—in that order. Together, the two comprise one’s last name.

			In Brazil, it’s backwards. The child’s first last name is the mother’s maiden name, with the father’s last name appearing as a sad second. My sister, four and a half years older, was already Susana Borrero Echeverry, with Dad’s last name parading front and center like a peacock. Making it hard for my parents to explain a newborn with the name Camila Echeverry Borrero (even if Mom did do all the work of producing me out of her very tiny body). What would people think? Nope. It simply wouldn’t do. It was a question of clarity, nothing more. If a child comes out of a woman but doesn’t have the man’s last name, does the child even exist?

			But because I broke the system, my not-yet-legal existence further delayed our move to Caracas because Dad couldn’t find a way to fill out my registration forms without ending up with someone else’s baby—namely Mom’s. How could it be so hard to name a baby anyway?

			He took his pleas to the Colombian consulate, where things played out like a good ol’ telenovela. There he sat, in the clerk’s office [worried music swelling]…sweating profusely into his button-down [pan to the moisture on his upper lip], day in and day out, bringing the clerk coffee and pastries, asking if there was any other way to file paperwork yielding a child clearly belonging to him—a proper child. The answer always the same. No. [Close-up of eyeballs darting left and right.] No amount of coffee or sugar cookies would change that.

			Yet, he persisted.

			Every morning, the events repeated with little to no variation. After two weeks of this, one morning, a solution occurred to the clerk. She was a nice person after all and wanted this for him as much as he did, mostly because, well, she wanted him out of her office. She waved him up to the counter. “Don Carlos, have you considered filing Camila’s registration with only your last name on it?”

			Dad leaned in, examining her with an eagle eye. “I can do that?”

			“Yes, I believe it’s been done before. It isn’t ideal, but they’ll accept it. You’d be filing as if you were a single dad. Camila just won’t legally have a mother to speak of. On paper, that is.”

			Sweat dribbled down the sides of his face. He had been due in Venezuela weeks ago! No need to consult Mom or anything; she wouldn’t mind, would she?

			“Let’s do it!”

			And with a decisive wave of his pen, I forever became: Camila Borrero ______.

			On paper, a motherless child—with a loving, living mother. And already quite the rare Colombian citizen, as it was unheard of to have only one last name.

			With that, Dad unknowingly pointed me toward my fate, though really it was more like a destiny: a stamp of approval on a preexisting condition of illegitimacy from the universe that would linger throughout my whole life.

			The next impasse sealed the deal, though.

			“There’s only one more thing,” the clerk announced.

			My father squinted at her. This sounded bad. “What’s that?”

			“You’re past the grace period for filing Camila’s registration. I’m going to have to fine you.”

			[Eyeballs widen.] Dad, averse to paying any and all fines, and well versed in the art of making them disappear, pleaded, “Ay, senhora, o que eu vou fazer? Is there no way around this? I’d be so grateful if you could help me. You see, I’m expected in Venezuela for a new job and have already stayed past my allotted time. Você compreende, na? Moving a whole family to a new country along with a newborn…” He flashed her pathetic long-lashed eyes with eyebrows drawn high on his forehead.

			She caved. “Well…there is one way around it. You could…change her birthday to today?!?!” Lowering her voice, confiding in him, “I’m not supposed to do this. But considering the circumstances, I think I can make an exception.” She crinkled her nose and slid the forms under the glass.

			[The record scratches as everything lurches forward.]

			In this moment, a shearing force organizes the chaos into a divine order different from what was. Making unseen things fully expressed while others shift into ghostlike, paper-thin expressions of themselves. It’s a volatile place, the world of nebulous space inside the big bang. Existence doesn’t come without risks. And there’s always a dab of the unaccounted for that sneaks into the mix. The magic. Things happen along the way that shift even the Universe’s plans sometimes, ever so slightly.

			“Muito obrigado!!!”

			And just like that: one mother short and birthed twice—but only once on paper—within two weeks of this life, I was finally deemed fit to join this realm, having complied fully, though messily, with its natural laws.

			Inconsistencies would continue to surface throughout my life, though, like wrinkles on a shirt—my own reincarnation in action. And so it was that I wound up living several lives at once in one lifetime. Why wait until Death? I don’t have that kind of time.

			 

			 

			Now, finally, everything appeared normal. Except it wasn’t. Or was it? Who’s to say what normal feels or looks like? Who’s to say normal is even a thing worth aspiring to? That’s the thing about karma. We weave ourselves into it without fully appreciating what we are doing. My father’s choice to course-correct may have been a logical one, but the Universe cares little for logic. Energy doesn’t suddenly die or disappear—it transforms.

		

	
		
			Hanuman

			Hanuman stands flanked by his army on the Indian mainland, hands on his hips. Bewildered, he gazes over the expansive waters at the Isle of Lanka. So far away. The glare of the sun making his small monkey silhouette visible while casting a shadow painting him a giant on the sand.

			He is desperate to help Rama, his best friend, save his beloved Princess Sita from Ravana’s evil claws. The rakshasa has abducted her and is holding her hostage in Lanka.

			Gazing across the twinkling kaleidoscopic waters, he feels so small, so helpless. All he ever wanted was to be of service to Rama, he loves him so. Though they’ve been hard at work building a bridge, there is no way they will be able to move their armies across the ocean in time.

			Just as he reaches the pit of his despair, the wind surges around him, making ripples in the water. He hears a whisper. His father, the Wind, murmurs in his ear.

			Hanuman, remember…
Remember who you are.

			You are my son.
Son of the Wind!

			REMEMBER.

			He has forgotten himself, forgotten he is the son of Vayu—the Wind God.

			REMEMBER.

			The memory, locked inside him for so long, is suddenly jogged free. Remembering, his gifts bubble to the surface, superpowers that they are. He begins to grow and grow, bigger and bigger, growing to ten times his size. Alive with the extent of his power, he sprints toward the water’s edge springing with all his might into the air, surprising even himself. One leg outstretched in front; the other, like a rudder, in the back. The wind swooping him far off the ground, swelling, howling around him like a tornado, carrying him into flight. Sweeping him across the tides, all the way to Lanka.

			Remember…

			 Re-Member…

			Put yourself back together again. Or for the first time. Ever.
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			Before I could even walk I was gifted my first horse. A Fisher-Price gelding with yellow reins and stylish cherry-red seat for a saddle. I named him Alazan—Spanish for brown, even though he was spotted black and white. Proof of my budding sense of humor. He made my first getaway ride—freedom in hot blue wheels—and the gateway to many other rides I would enjoy throughout my life: skateboards, bicycles, motorcycles, boats, surfboards, snowboards…my breath.

			In Caracas, the three-story house came with three long flights of steps. One morning, I pulled on a pair of green lederhosen Marina and Ernesto had brought back from Austria, instead of the customary doll dresses Mom dressed me in. A die-hard Snoopy fan, ready to end the Red Baron, I conjured his cool from deep within my soul as I nudged my mount to the lip of the top step. Pulling swim goggles over my eyes, I surveyed the landing. The only sound now, that of my breath. I listened.

			So Hum

			Hearing it consciously for the first time. The sound of my breath. Like a secret I didn’t know was there. A little seed—a bija—a syllable, an utterance. The sound Tibetans have translated to I am that. The most essential mantra of them all. The one we are born with and cannot live without, our soundtrack and companion until we die. The song of our very spirit.

			So Hum

			I am that

			Looking over the edge, I knew nothing to be truer.

			With everything stilled, the gooey substance of Time slowed to match my rhythm, becoming languorous. Space came into focus, visible to me now. Expanding. I could see through the dimensions as surely as someone looking up at the night sky might fall into the creaminess of the Milky Way. And I was not alone. They were here too. It was the first time I remember feeling them. The only one I recognized was Peris, Mom’s grandma. Who, in life, lost her vision to a coal iron exploding in her face, leaving her with a glass eye, almost entirely blind. She had to go to Europe by boat to try to save the last few shadows she could see. Mom always told me she watched over me. She was right. There were also others I didn’t recognize, fanning around me, hands on my shoulders as we peered over the ledge together. I took another breath.

			So Hum

			It ricocheted against the banks of my insides, so simple, so obvious, syncopated against the beat of my heart, assuring the success of my venture, or so I figured. With my battle fist tearing through the air, and my other hand steady on the reins, I kicked off the ledge with a loud,

			AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!
Thunk
Thunk
Thunk
Thunk
Thunk

			Rifling my way down to the bottom. Mom, hearing the racket from the kitchen a little too late, ran in holding her chest, stopping the heart attack. Landing at her feet I laughed hysterically, looking up, tearing the goggles off my head, elated. The Ancients, still up top, peered down. Speechless. Witnesses, not judges. Their language, that of winds and whispers.

			“Camila, what did you do?!?!”

			And just like that, I snapped back into the room.

			[image: ]

			Caracas was short-lived.

			Abuelito Ernesto had amassed a small fortune working in the coffee business in Bogotá. With it, he purchased a restaurant and a small rose farm on the outskirts of the city, enlisting Dad and Tío Gus to work with him, turning the flowers into the family business.

			Maybe Dad was tired of working for other people, though I can’t imagine that being the case. Latin American executives had it pretty plush back in the late ’70s and early ’80s. In Brazil, his office was furnished with a cook and fluffy towels for post ocean swims. Hour-and-a-half lunches gave them enough time to go to Ipanema, come back, shower, and finish the rest of the workday by five. And in Venezuela, while ACES Airlines flew him all over the world to appraise airplanes, we enjoyed a glorious little house in a secluded enclave with a tight-knit group of friends, all with kids around the same age. Life was wonderful.

			Or maybe he had no choice. Maybe Marina made the call: “Son, come home,” the phone going dead before he could respond, lest he forget his place. Long-distance calls were horrendously expensive and either way, she wasn’t asking. His parents were, after all, the quiet kind of scary.
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