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May you always have courage to take a chance.


~Irish Saying





I’m so good at worrying that I’ve considered adding it to the skills section on my resume. I’m the best there is at fretting over the little things, like how I’ll manage a left turn at a light that has no green arrow, and the irrational, like wondering if a human has ever died from the shock of encountering a large insect in the kitchen.


I worry about big things, too. For the last decade, I was a graphic designer, a longtime employee at a company that struggled financially for years. Layoffs were frequent, and I lost count of how many talented employees were shown the door. It was a depressing place. There wasn’t time for creative thinking, as we leftovers had to pick up the extra work. It was no longer the career I had loved.


I found a solution that allowed me to enjoy being creative again. I started making handmade jewelry as a hobby and selling it on Etsy. At first, I sold only one or two items a month. But I got a kick out of hearing the sales bell chime on my iPhone, and it felt good to put my energy into a project where the underlying motivation wasn’t fear.


I developed new items to sell whenever I had time, and my little shop grew. After eight months, I was making enough cash on the side to pay for an occasional weekend trip or a fancy dinner. And as the stress level at my day job increased, my Etsy shop was a lovely contrast to all that—a steady nightlight in a dark house.


When the COVID pandemic hit, I did what I do best and found something new to worry about—that my Etsy sales would stop. But, to my surprise, the opposite happened—my weekly numbers actually doubled. In fact, my sales were a little too good. I was struggling to keep up. In a fleeting moment of excitement, I contemplated quitting my day job to run my Etsy shop full-time. But there were too many worries: No health insurance. No 401k match. These were the important things, I had been taught. Better to stay put.


And then I got a call from the company—they were reducing my hours by fifty percent in light of even more financial struggles from the pandemic. But they were maintaining my benefits. It should have been bad news, but the universe had thrown me a curveball when I was batting really well. I would have the time I needed to work on my shop.


I squeezed the life out of every extra minute I was given, creating new products to sell. One I particularly loved was a bracelet with letters that spelled “Andrà Tutto Bene.” It was an Italian phrase I had seen in photographs from Venice, one of my favorite travel spots, where quarantined citizens had banners with the phrase hanging from their windows. The translation: “Everything will be fine.” It was a beautiful sentiment, not only for the world suffering in a pandemic, but for a perpetual worrywart like me.


The bracelets didn’t sell, but I had a soft spot for them, so I kept paying to list them anyway. And other items sold well over the next several months. I was hitting my stride. My weekly sales doubled, again. I wondered how I would manage, again. And the universe threw me a curveball, again.


This one I wasn’t sure I could hit.


Another call from the day job. This time, it was the HR director telling me that my position had been eliminated. It was my turn. “Please don’t take it personally that we’ve personally selected you to get rid of.”


It was a miserable call to get, no matter how much I disliked my job. I felt guilty as I thought of my newlywed husband, an incredible man who had made approximately one billion sacrifices for me already. In return, I would have to burden him with the sole responsibility of paying our bills. As I waited for the HR director to get through the script, the sales bell chimed on my iPhone. Maybe I shouldn’t have picked it up in the midst of what was happening, but I did—and saw that a customer had bought two of my Andrà Tutto Bene bracelets.


For most, this would be a sign that this order came in at the exact moment I was losing my job. But as a skilled worrier, I had no time for that. How much did health insurance cost? What if I never found another job? What if I never got a left-turn green arrow again?


The call ended. I sat at my desk for a while thinking. Fifteen minutes later, my sales bell chimed again.


It was the same customer. She bought three more bracelets. The universe: Okay, idiot, you didn’t get it the first time. How about now?


I made the five bracelets the next day. I debated telling the customer about the unusual circumstances but didn’t want to be a creepy over-sharer. I sent the order off and started wading through the things you do when you get laid off.


Worriers need constant reinforcement. People don’t always know that, but the universe does. And it brought me the same customer when I needed her. As I negotiated my severance package, she ordered three more bracelets. As my husband and I figured out our health-insurance plan, three more. With every new tidal wave of worry, she threw me a raft to hang onto.


Once I got things sorted, her orders stopped. But others came, in numbers I wouldn’t have dreamed possible. My customers are mostly women, and I wondered how many of them might be struggling like me and in need of a similar boost. How many were stuck in a miserable job, or stressed by the pandemic, or upset by the tense political landscape? There were a lot of reasons to worry, even if you weren’t normally a worrier.


I did my best to pay it forward. I included personalized touches with each order. I wrote handwritten messages and added small gifts. I told people to have a great day. I called them fabulous. They are.


The response was overwhelming. I started receiving sweet e-mails and even a few handwritten thank-you notes in return. “When I opened your package, I had the biggest smile on my face… It made my day after having a really bad mental-health day today… It’s so heartwarming and appreciated to have someone put in a little extra right now.” It felt so good to be enveloped in positivity after all the years of professional gloom and doom.


Today, my shop has more than 10,000 sales and my weekly earnings exceed what I was making at my previous job. A worrier like me would never have thought that possible. But the best part is the joy I get from taking care of my customers, and how lucky I’ve been to have them take care of me in return. Everything is fine, and so much more.


— Jenine Zimmers —
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Freeing yourself was one thing, claiming ownership of that freed self was another.


~Toni Morrison, Beloved





I woke to another day of feeling lonesome. Comfort came in the form of my four-year-old daughter, who climbed onto my chest for her last twenty minutes of sleep. Gently, I rested a palm on her head full of even cornrows. Her deep, contented breathing was a reminder that I had to figure out something to ensure she could feel that peace for days to come. I could not rest.


After all, I was the one who had revolted against a marriage marred by fear, disrespect, and isolation. This was my choice, but now I faced the consequences and the need to protect my children.


The two years of separation from my spouse had passed quickly, and I found myself without a car or a job, sleeping in my soon-to-be ex-father-in-law’s family room. I’d decided to walk away without requesting alimony, child support, or even the family vehicle, thinking that would mollify my ex. I wanted him to accept the divorce, but after he failed to show several times for court appearances, I wasn’t any closer to complete liberty and safety.


As I awaited the finalization of my divorce, I was overwhelmed by negative thoughts. My father-in-law didn’t help, telling me I had ruined my marriage. I was at rock bottom, filled with self-doubt and blaming myself. Why was I unlovable? Wasn’t I good enough?


I was broken. Beyond repair. Or so I thought.


There is a process in Japanese art called kintsugi in which broken pottery pieces are put back together with gold. On this morning, after rising from the sofa, that process began in my life. I decided to return to church. Pastor Elwood Matthews began to lead me through the lower levels of my rock bottom up to a middle ground. I was shown how to embrace my imperfections in order to yield a more beautiful piece of art. He spearheaded the process to rebuilding a stronger me held together by the pure gold of love, patience, self-control, and understanding.


That was only the beginning.


I decided that the best place for us to rebuild our lives was somewhere else. A few weeks later, I moved from Maryland to California. It was the first time I had been away from my children in thirteen years, but this leg of the journey had to be taken alone. I arrived in California in June 2018. At first, I stayed with a college friend who lived in North Hollywood, sleeping on an air mattress. After two months, my elder daughter arrived, and I relocated us to a motel for two more months.


At times, my angel of a friend, Emmanuel, brought us meals. I’d met him through a former bandmate in the band my ex-husband managed. My daughter and I had exhausting, long commutes to school and work, yet we trudged on.


When I couldn’t afford the motel anymore, Emmanuel insisted we stay with him. Two months passed, and we found a one-bedroom apartment in Temple City. Finally, we had a home. My other two children flew in, two more pieces of my vessel as it was repaired with seams of gold.


After months of navigating public transit in the worst cold and rain that many in California said they had seen in years, I purchased a car.


Piece by piece, I began to stand again. It all happened as slowly as the tears that trickled down my face each night. I knew if I could just make it through the pain and work of rebuilding, we would be okay.


I began to feel droplets filling my newly repaired vessel. I found encouragement at work and throughout my new life. The dark clouds lightened, outlined with silver. We all navigated a year of distance learning together in 2020. By 2021, I was approved for a mortgage for my first home. I was able to give my daughter that first car I’d purchased and get myself a new one. I got a new job as a regional manager hiring coaches for L.A. County schools.


I couldn’t see any of this on the horizon when all my pieces lay in shards. I woke up in pain each day and went to sleep filled with anguish. Yet something urged me to fight. I found my inner fortitude and resilience and I pushed on, one day at a time.


I am still a work in progress with sparkles of gold crisscrossing my frame. Now I know that I have always been worthy. I have always been lovable. I am enough.


— Gold Meadows —
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It does not take much strength to do things, but it requires a great deal of strength to decide what to do.


~Elbert Hubbard





One room in our house remained unfinished. Nearly three years after we traded a decade of city living for the suburbs, the empty bedroom still had its original green paint, and only contained a yoga mat and a discarded rocking chair.


“And this will be the baby’s room,” we’d say when we first gave family and friends the tour. That was, after all, what the move to the suburbs was for.


I was incredibly dramatic as I pulled my mother aside and let her know I had stopped taking birth control. I did the same to my sisters-in-law and was disappointed by their very matter-of-fact response. Didn’t they understand how big a deal this was?


For me, it was a big deal. I thought back to the time I announced at a college party, when the object of my affection was not paying sufficient attention to me, that I didn’t want to get married or have kids, ever. I thought I might live abroad, that I would never return to the familiar life of my upbringing.


I laughed at myself when I got married ahead of that guy I had liked, the one who told me I was “too independent and too much of a feminist to date.” I couldn’t wait to hear what all the people who thought I was “too much,” who probably thought I would never be fit to be a mother, would say.


I quickly became comfortable texting my mother updates on our progress, concerned if my husband was traveling while I was ovulating. I texted my closest friends about vaginal mucus, and I found meaning in every slight change in my body.


Months passed, and nothing happened. Still, I planned the momentous Facebook post in which I would announce my pregnancy. I mulled over the gender-neutral color we would choose when we repainted that empty room, and I chose the quote we would stencil onto the wall. I identified a doula. I read books about birth plans. All of it seemed so far away until it suddenly started to feel like we were behind.


“Just one more month,” we kept telling ourselves. Our friends had their second kids, their third, their vasectomies. A lesbian couple we knew got pregnant. Another had their second successful adoption. I lost myself in Google rabbit holes. I took supplements, tried acupuncture, and talked to everyone I knew. “Relax,” they’d say. “Give it time.” Every day, I’d go to a different extreme—adoption, eschewing parenthood altogether, selling the house and moving halfway across the country, across the world. I just wanted to know, one way or another. Was something wrong?


People have children for a lot of reasons. Sometimes, it’s to save them from themselves. I viewed having kids, or at least being pregnant, as a way to motivate myself to do what I knew I should do—quit drinking, eat healthier, write more.


I talked to other couples who were having difficulty conceiving, I’d hear the woman say she wanted kids more than anything. I wanted kids, sure, but more than anything? I told my husband I wasn’t sure if I wanted to do IVF—pumping my body with chemicals, not knowing the long-term effects. There were too many horror stories about births gone wrong, too. We even knew someone who died of complications from giving birth.


It felt as if some intuitive truth was trying to break free from deep inside me: Was this what I really wanted or just what I thought I was supposed to do?


We finally made an appointment. I got blood work done and had my first ultrasound. I felt relaxed looking at the screen, even though there was nothing there. We made the jokes about my husband doing his part. We told our families we were finally looking into what was taking so long. Then we waited.


The first doctor told us our only option was IVF. I cried. My husband and I tried not to blame each other, but of course we did a little bit. I stressed out as the woman from the doctor’s office kept calling to ask when we wanted to start the process even though she often couldn’t remember my name or what tests we had already done. Was this how I wanted to bring new life into the world? Would they implant the wrong embryo? My gut feeling was that this wasn’t right for us.


We stopped.


“This is working so far,” my husband said one day, motioning at just the two of us. We joked that we hadn’t really fought yet as a married couple because we didn’t have kids. We busied ourselves with other activities. I started writing and teaching spin class on the side. I stopped drinking. Maybe I didn’t need a baby as an excuse to make changes. I deflected concerned co-workers’ and friends’ questions about how everything was going. “The same,” I’d say.


Then, we heard of friends in our situation who didn’t have to go as far, so we made another call, another appointment. We were given better news, less invasive options. We celebrated and then dove immediately into our new routine.


I took hormones, did four intra-uterine inseminations (IUIs), and had surgery. Each step felt like increasing the water temperature while the frog slowly boiled alive inside the pot. I started having panic attacks—once with the ultrasound wand inside me. The doctor recommended we take a break. We knew this “easier” solution was no longer working, and IVF would be the next step. It was time to make a choice, but we would give ourselves a year off first to reevaluate how we felt.


The year was 2020. “What if we just… don’t?” I ventured. We felt relief, and then, immediately, guilt. We asked ourselves whether we felt anything was missing. We questioned how we might feel in five, ten, and twenty years. We felt thankful for our quiet, clean house as we worked from home for a year during the pandemic. In this one area of our lives, in this unpredictable time, we felt oddly at peace.


Decisions are always easier when they’re made for you. The ability to choose is our great freedom and, also, a curse. Still, I live with the haunting question: What if I make the wrong choice?


Typically, you only hear these stories once a couple is at a happy ending with a baby, where they say it was all worth it. But we never talk about this part: the waiting, the questioning. The other decision. And that’s why I share this. I know there is someone out there at this part, holding back tears, but not quite sure why.


— Amanda ReCupido —










[image: Image] Lost for Words





I will love the light for it shows me the way; yet I will love the darkness for it shows me the stars.


~Augustine “Og” Mandino





At the age of fifteen, I was a self-proclaimed expert at tying my father’s shoelaces. I bent over, employed the tried-and-true bunny-ear method, and got to work. When I stood up, his lips twitched in frustration before falling into a hard line. He pried his mouth open once again, trying to coax out the words. Still, they refused to come.


I gave him an encouraging nod and chewed on my tongue until it bled. The space between us was entirely devoid of sound, save for the occasional defeated groan. Eventually, he resorted to gesturing: little pats on his chest followed by a wave in my direction. I forced a smile—the kind where most of my face remains stationary.


“I love you, too, Dad,” I whispered, modulating my tone to camouflage the cry caught in my throat. A heavy silence settled on us then, filled with tacit sentiment and burgeoning grief.


Before this, my father had been a corporate sales trainer who taught presentation skills. He traveled across the world for work and competed in tennis tournaments on the weekends. “Life is good,” he would say, with a twinkle in his eye.


Everything changed during my sophomore year of high school. A sudden stroke—caused by a rare autoimmune disease—left my dad with severe physical and neurological deficits. In addition to sustaining frontal lobe damage, he was unable to move the right side of his body. But the most drastic debt, amidst so many others, was his loss of speech.


The stroke resulted in a disorder called aphasia, which impairs someone’s ability to communicate and understand language. The doctor’s prognosis was not lost on me that day. “A full recovery will be extremely difficult,” he said gravely.


I learned early on that aphasia does not affect intellect. It was like my father was a prisoner in his own body, unable to do and say exactly what he wanted. I could not even begin to imagine how debilitated and frustrated he felt.


The aphasia also caused my dad to say things he did not mean. He would sometimes cry in the middle of a funny movie and laugh when something tragic happened. I found myself succumbing to embarrassment whenever we were in public. My father would wield his cane like a weapon and shout incoherent yet harmless phrases at passersby. I knew that these actions were byproducts of his stroke, but they still upset me. I hated the stares and hushed comments, even though he did not notice.


One afternoon, I came home to find my dad watching an old video. It was footage of us playing tennis—whipping the ball back and forth while running around the court. What used to be such a simple pleasure was now impossible. I stared at us on the screen, enraptured by that bittersweet memory.


We watched in silence until I couldn’t hold in my grief any longer. Everything I had suppressed bubbled up to the surface. I found myself shaking, crying, and heaving while the video played in the background. My heart broke for us both and ached for what we could no longer do together.


His lips moved while he watched me cry. My dad clearly wanted to say something, but he was powerless. There we were—incapable of fixing each other’s worst problems. Although his movement was limited, he closed the gap between us and gave my hand a comforting squeeze. I looked up, struck by how the littlest thing could mean so much.


We were both lost for words for vastly different reasons. At any time, he could have another stroke. There was no guarantee—no promise of tomorrow. I felt overcome by fear, both for my family and for my father. Amidst so much uncertainty, was life truly worth living? That question hung over me, coloring formative experiences during my adolescence and clouding otherwise blissful days.


I finally found my answer. When my family took a weekend trip to Tahoe, my dad saw a group of people parasailing on the lake. He and I had gone a few times before his stroke, but years had passed since then.


“You and me!” he managed to say.


We floated high above the water, eyes fixed on the setting sun. Just after the sky put out its last flicker of pink, my dad looked at me with a familiar expression. “Life… good.”


It may have been his bright smile, or a rush of warm air, or the ripe burst of colors enveloping us. But in that precious moment, I understood exactly what he meant.


“Yes,” I whispered back. “It really is.”


I did not know then what I know now. I did not realize how tirelessly my father would work to recover what he lost, or that he would go on to regain a fair amount of his speech. I could not comprehend how much he would inspire me to move forward in the face of fear. I did not know I was about to lose him forever.


After an autoimmune flare-up landed my father in the hospital, he suffered another series of massive strokes. Over the course of one month, he would fall into a coma and ultimately pass away. It all happened so suddenly.


I still wish we could have had one last conversation. The biggest thing I continue hanging onto is something my dad said over the phone shortly before he died.


“Life is good.” Three simple words: a cliché in any other context. But he injected true meaning into the phrase by refusing to let his sickness overshadow the days he had left.


One evening toward the end of my father’s coma, I sat at his bedside until everyone else had left the room. Then I spoke softly into his ear. I told him how scared I was before asking the question that eclipsed every other: What if you never wake up? As soon as it departed my lips, I knew I already had the answer.


I gave his hand one last squeeze before leaving the hospital. On my way home, I paused to look up at the August night sky. A black expanse with scattered bits of brightness stared back at me. I let myself linger for a while, taking in the brilliant panorama.


How beautiful is it that we need darkness to see the stars?


— Danielle M. Wong —
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When you put love out in the world it travels, and it can touch people and reach people in ways that we never even expected.


~Laverne Cox





My daughter, Annie, called me on one of the first warm days of spring two years ago. I had just made a cup of tea and set it on my writing table outside next to the vegetable garden, desperate to feel sun on my pale winter arms and shoulders. I had picked a quirky number by Björk for Annie’s ring, and it made me laugh because it was so different from any of my music. Annie was urging me again into the twenty-first century.


Her voice and mood could differ drastically from day to day, and I was always prepared for anything. She might be “meh,” which meant just okay, or upset, maybe crying, or upbeat and silly. Today, I knew something was very wrong. She started off hesitantly, like she was afraid to tell me something.


“It’s Megan,” she said. “She killed herself.”


It was one of those moments when your mind starts racing, but at the same time you feel hot and dizzy and very present. The steam from the blue teacup swirled into the humid air, and I wanted to go back in time to the calm moment before the call when I was about to sip my tea—as though that would change the call, and Megan would be alive and well.


“But I just heard from her. She texted me.” Megan had texted me a few days earlier asking if I would come pick up some things that Annie had left at their apartment in Minneapolis. I hadn’t gotten around to answering her. “When did this happen?”


“Friday. Her roommates found her. She hung herself.” Annie was sobbing now.


Megan and Annie were both transgender. The vulnerability of that hit me hard and made me want to have Annie back at home, a little boy at age six, laughing at me reading Shel Silverstein poems aloud. But Annie was 2,000 miles away in San Francisco, having moved out of state for the first time at age twenty-five to get away from the cold Minnesota winters and uptight people. Her pain felt so palpable that I could imagine holding her thin body. The empty spot left in me when she moved away ached.


Megan and Annie had been roommates and dated for a while in Minneapolis. They supported each other on this journey, two young adults trying to find their way in the world like all twenty-somethings but with the added burden of being transgender.


I said, “But after all she just went through? The surgery? I don’t understand. She’s only been back for, what, two months, not even fully recovered. Why?”


I had met Megan a few months before she went to Thailand for reassignment surgery. She had been warm and gracious to me at a time when Annie had been ambivalent and testy. Annie and I had normal communication problems made more complicated by me trying to learn the new language of cis, non-binary, gender queer, and all the nuances that went along with that. Megan was spunky and had a throaty, enthusiastic voice. She and I had clicked right away and texted almost daily while she was in Thailand. Her parents lived in Virginia, and she was out of touch with them. I tried to fill that gap, and Megan responded.


Annie said, “She had tried it once before I met her. I knew she had real problems, and I tried to get her to go to therapy, but she didn’t trust anybody. She thought everybody was out to get her.”


I started to shiver in the sunshine, and my stomach was a hard knot. I imagined Megan strutting around with her little kid’s bouncy walk. The bedroom that had once been Annie’s with the loft bed where the roommates had found her hanging. And her text message to me left unanswered. Again, I had the sensation of needing time to stop and go back before it happened so the outcome could be different.


Annie said, “Are you okay? I know you felt close to her. I didn’t want to shock you.”


The role reversal struck me because I had always been the one to console Annie, to take care of her, and now she was worried about me. Something had shifted between us, feeling different, like when an optical illusion reveals itself.


“I’m worried about you. Are you okay?” Since Annie had moved, I allowed myself to relax a little in my ever-present worrying about her. I thought California was a good place for a transgender person to be. From her calls, I knew she was having some issues, but she didn’t seem as depressed as she often had at home. Yet Megan, who had seemed so stable and self-assured, had killed herself, so what did that mean for Annie? She was thousands of miles away from my home in Wisconsin, living in a place I’d never seen with roommates I’d never met.


“Yeah, I was really upset at first. I found out yesterday, but I guess I’m not really shocked. I think it was an impulse. Not planned out or anything.”


Annie made it sound like Megan’s suicide was a whim, like choosing an ice-cream flavor to see what it tastes like. It was as though we were having a conversation about kids dropping out of high school, like it was one of those things that happens to troubled youth.


“But it doesn’t make any sense. I mean, she seemed like she was doing so well,” I said. I had seen Megan once since Annie left, and she seemed fine, a bit awkward and distracted, but not desperate. “What about you? Are things going better?” I had talked to Annie a couple of weeks earlier. She was having trouble getting along with roommates, and the medical clinic didn’t take her insurance.


“Yeah. It’s okay. Listen, I have to go, but we can talk later if you need to, okay?” There it was again: if I need to talk. It reminded me of when she and her brother, Brian, were little. When I was tired or had a cold, they might put a hand on either side of my face and ask me what was wrong. She hung up before I asked her if she’d called Brian. He would be upset, too. Brian had met Megan when he came to Minneapolis from New York to help Annie move. He had really liked her.


I found my husband, John, icing his back in bed and watching an episode of The Sopranos. At first, he didn’t remember Megan; he’d only met her once.


“Oh, that’s terrible. I know how much you liked her. How’s Annie?”


I was grateful he asked. Annie is John’s stepdaughter, and they’ve never lived together. When we met, she had been having a hard time and was living with me. He was there during her transition as I tried to help her with doctors, therapists, and social workers. Then we helped take care of her after her bike accident and knee surgery. Her biological dad, my ex, had not been very involved in her life for a while. He seemed more fixated on Annie getting a degree and a job than with her being transgender.


“I don’t know. She seems okay. She’s so far away that I can’t even imagine how she feels.”


John held me as images of Megan went through my mind, living images of her bouncy walk, her warm laugh and smooth vowels. Then I imagined her body hanging lifeless and cold from that loft bed. It was agonizing. I was heartbroken and scared.


I had been scared ever since Annie brought up the transgender thing. It was 2006, and I had never heard the words cis, non-binary or gender queer. I had seen the films, Boys Don’t Cry and The Crying Game, and I knew that it would not be an easy life and could be dangerous. But the more I sat with the idea, the more it made sense.


As a little boy in preschool, Annie had not moved from parallel play to interactive play at the right time. Annie’s first-grade teacher declared that Annie never spoke out in class and had classic ADHD behavior. Teachers in the gifted program complained that she had no curiosity or imagination. Then she’d come home and ask questions and talk non-stop to me for two hours. Friendships had been difficult. None of it at the time seemed related to her gender, but in retrospect I thought being transgender could be a good explanation.


Weeks went by, and my sadness became agitation and anxiety. I tried to get interested in my garden, in writing, in enjoying my time off and the warm weather. Megan and Annie were constantly on my mind.


One day, John caught me standing at the kitchen sink staring out the window. I said, “How could I have missed it? And what else have I missed?”


“Missed?”


“Are we so preoccupied with our next cappuccino that we don’t notice when people are in pain? Suicidal? We’re too busy to stop and do something?” I leaned heavily on the counter with my hands hanging over the sink.


“Sit down.” John reached for a wineglass from the cupboard and poured a glass of merlot for me.


I sat down, feeling childish, but accepted the wine. John sat next to me and his earthy presence reassured me. We had found each other later in life, and there was so much joy in that. It seemed unfair that other people in our lives should be so miserable while we were so happy.


“I feel guilty,” I said. “I’ve spent my whole life chasing happiness. Satisfaction. Meaning.”


“You don’t think you’re allowed to feel joy in life? If other people are in pain? That’s your Catholic guilt.”


It annoyed me when he blamed things on my Catholic guilt. “It’s not that. I know I couldn’t have done anything to stop Megan, but I still feel like I could have done more to help her. Been more involved. Less worried about my own life.”


“Honey, you are one of the best people I know. I wish you could take that in sometimes. You did more for Annie than you’ll ever realize. If you weren’t the kind of person you are, this could’ve been her instead of Megan. I don’t know if anybody could have saved Megan. You did more than enough.”


“What’s enough?”


He said, “This is about Annie.”


John is usually right in his assessments of my emotional state, even if I’m not always ready to hear it. It’s frustrating when he sees things that I am blind to. “What do you mean?”


“She still needs you. It may not seem like it, but she does.” The bright song of an oriole sounded just outside the kitchen window. “You should go see her.”


When Annie was in the hospital with her knee surgery, the nurses and technicians kept referring to her by her legal name on their paperwork. They have you say your name dozens of times when they prepare you for surgery, because they are always verifying you are the right patient. This was very upsetting to Annie and her friends.


My only concern was with her wellbeing. I believed she wanted me there at the hospital, so I tried to explain things to the staff. After a while, her friends told me that Annie wanted me to leave, that I was making things worse. It was one of the most painful moments of my life. For so long, I had been the one she came to, crying, sad, or depressed. I had been the one taking care of her.


Now I wasn’t sure what I was to her, and she wasn’t around for me to find out. My tears this time came from an unreachable place that I didn’t know existed.


“I miss her.”


“I know you do, honey.”


“I was hoping she was doing well on her own. Now this thing with Megan,” I said. “I’m so scared.”


John said, “Get her home for a visit. Or let’s look at tickets for you to go out there.”


About a month later, Annie did come home for a week. She didn’t come to our house a couple of hours from Minneapolis but went to Minneapolis instead to see her friends. I wasn’t surprised by this as she had never lived in our house in Wisconsin and knew no one there. I hadn’t told her that I wanted her all to myself for a couple of days. Maybe I didn’t realize it at the time, but what I wanted was to make French toast for her, huddle on the couch and watch episodes of Star Trek: The Next Generation. That was what we used to do after my divorce when one or both of us needed comfort.


What shocked me was that she was planning to stay at the house where Megan had died. I had no desire to go back to that house and revisit Megan’s death. But I went anyway, and Annie met me out in the driveway. When she lived in Minneapolis, her hair had been really long, almost down to her waist, and had been long for years. Now it was cut in an edgy bob with purple highlights. I hugged her six-foot, slim body, checking to see if she was too thin. She had trouble eating well and keeping on weight.


I felt really distant from her at first. She was distracted, tired and hungry, concerned about having to move her stuff. It wasn’t the reunion I had imagined. We had been very close before she moved, and she had depended on me a lot. Megan’s death was not uppermost on her mind either, where I had been hoping to process it with her for both our benefits.


I said, “Isn’t it hard for you to be here?”


“It’s so different that it doesn’t even seem like the same place.” In the three months since Megan’s death, the bedroom had been completely redone, a wall had been taken out, and the tiny loft room had been turned into a spacious, airy room with two full-sized windows. It must have been an effort to exorcise the horrible incident from the house. Megan would have had nothing to hang from in this newly configured room.


I stepped into the kitchen and smelled coffee. The first time I’d met Megan, we were at their other apartment, a dumpy Victorian in a scary neighborhood. Megan offered to make coffee for me and asked if I’d ever had it with butter. “It gives you an extra lift,” she’d said with her sweet Virginia drawl.


Annie’s voice brought me back to the bedroom. She asked if I’d take her to deliver some parts to a bike store. “But first I have to change my clothes,” she said. I started to leave the room, but she stopped me. “It’s okay if you stay in here. I’d kinda like you to see my boobs.” She giggled, which was something Annie had done her whole life when she was nervous. It was the first time she had ever asked me to see her new body since hormones. “And I’ve gained some weight.” She patted her stomach.


I had wound all my feelings into a tight coil and tried to make light of everything: my grief and denial about Megan, my fear that the same thing could happen to Annie, and the disappointment at the lack of connection with her. It all unwound at that moment. I was rooted again as her mother, connected to her as my child even as she stood there, grown up and vulnerable like a lot of other young people.


Annie said, “Are you okay? Don’t, because then I’ll cry.”


“Okay, I’ll try.” I did feel like crying, I was happy to feel close again. And happy to see her able to find herself in this new body and expression. “You look great,” I said. “Beautiful.”


After that, she opened up more. I watched her dress, and she talked about finding clothes that fit and about her roommates’ problems. She corrected me when I used the wrong term for something related to being non-binary or trans. It felt more natural. I drove her around to bike stores, and we stopped for lunch at a Vietnamese grocery, where we shopped a bit until our food was ready.


I brought the conversation to Megan. “Do you think I should call her mom? You know, since I’m closer to her age and I saw her not too long before it happened?” Every time I thought of Megan’s parents, I panicked, as though hearing the news of her death for the first time.


“I don’t know. They didn’t want to have anything to do with her. Her mom was really bad.”


“I can’t imagine how they feel. I put myself in their place, imagining it was you.”


Annie hugged me in the middle of the tea aisle. “You don’t have to worry. I’m good. Really. Megan was messed up. Maybe even schizophrenic.”


I got the impression that Annie had already moved on. In other conversations, we had discussed that there were trans girls of color being murdered in Louisiana, trans sex workers in San Francisco being raped. It was all part of a big picture that was beyond anything I could begin to take in and respond to.


Annie went on to tell me about her new therapist, how they had their sessions on Skype, and she really liked him. She had found a medical doctor at a different clinic and was even looking for a dentist. She had started the paperwork to have her name changed.


“I’m so impressed. You’re doing all this on your own. You’re growing up.”


“Finally,” she said, “at twenty-four. You should come visit me when I’m more settled.”


When she left to go back to San Francisco, I was sad not to have more time with her alone, but I realized I needed to let her go. There would be other times. As John had guessed, my grief for Megan had been tangled up with the loss I felt when Annie left. I had been suffering from the tragedy of Megan’s death but was also grieving the way any mother does when her child leaves home for the first time.


Annie called me a few weeks later, and she sounded upbeat. She told me about the park in San Francisco by the bridge, and about all the hummingbirds in her back yard. I knew she would have more problems, more challenges—not just being transgender but simply finding her way at a difficult time in most people’s lives. But now I could imagine her there in my mind’s eye, enjoying her life for the most part, and doing the work that all of us do to stay on course.


— Sharon LaCour —
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Step out of the history that is holding you back. Step into the new story you are willing to create.


~Oprah Winfrey





I’ve lived in the new house for a week. While the weather’s mild, I take my coffee out to the back porch. It wasn’t easy moving during a pandemic. It wasn’t easy separating from my husband and uprooting the kids from the only home they ever knew. I’m hoping I picked a good place to be our new home, but it’s too soon to tell.


Today, I hear a new noise in the woods, not drowned out by bird calls. Twigs snapping. Branches swishing back against movement.


My first thought, a hopeful one, is a deer. What if I have a deer family living in the woods behind my house? What if they are somehow emblematic of my new life? A peaceful animal to symbolize the gentleness of my new life?


Or could it be something dangerous, even terrifying? The devil, a hostile animal, a naked man. But no. This is my new home. My new life. There will be no monsters.


It’s probably a coyote or even a raccoon. They love these parts.


What about a mountain lion? A cougar! There have been sightings!


It could be a groundskeeper. Who am I kidding with monsters? I moved to suburbia. This isn’t the untamed wilderness. There are trails in these woods, maintained by the homeowners’ association.


So, what’s in my woods?


I make a plan. I put on long pants and boots and announce that I will now stomp into the woods and find the trail. I will look for signs of life in my woods. Animal droppings. Fur. Masticated carcasses. Satanic symbols. My daughter wants in. My son is busy showing all his toys to his grandfather, who has come to visit and check up on his heartbroken daughter.


My daughter and I go to the edge of the property line and keep going. Twigs snap. Birds get quiet, sensing a blundering predator. We walk straight back, not paying particularly good attention to landmarks. Without much ado, we find the trail and one of the most spectacular trees on earth. It is like a Pacific Northwest banyan tree with multiple trunks shooting out from the ground. My daughter immediately climbs it and declares, “This is the fairy tree!” She throws her triumphant arms in the air, and I snap a picture. She’s in rainboots and a tutu and looks perfect among her trees.


We hear the sound of children. Having been in quarantine since March with no end in sight, my daughter practically salivates at the sound of their play. We follow the path and pop out on what I know to be the other side of the natural area. There are three boys on bikes on the street.


“Hi!” my daughter yells. “I’m new here!”


The boys, who might be a couple years older than her, look down their noses at the little blondie in the tutu and say nothing. My daughter cringes and says to me under her breath, “They don’t want to play with me?”


“They’re boys, honey. They’re doing their own thing right now, but we will find other kids.”


She’s disappointed but doesn’t let it bring her down. As we reenter the woods, she finds a clearing with some downed trees and declares it the “play area.” She climbs the fallen tree trunks and jumps off them, sending up a puff of dust.


We keep going. Soon, I realize we’re back on our side of the natural area, but we can’t find the fairy tree. We can’t find the non-path back to our house. Nothing is familiar. But, using my phone’s GPS, I point us in the direction of our address, and we climb through the brush, snapping dry branches to make our way and trying not to get too snagged by blackberry bushes.


“Are we lost?” she asks me.


“Yes.”


“We’re lost?!”


“I see where our house is, but I’m not sure of the best way to get back.”


So brave, so unwilling to accept our fate, she leads the way through the thick, unmaintained forest.


“I wish it was night,” she says.


“Why?”


“So the stars could guide us home.”


After a particularly hairy climb through a series of blackberry bushes and pokey twigs, we pop out into a back yard two doors down from our house.


“This is one way to meet the neighbors,” I say, and we surreptitiously make our way back to our property line.


My dad and son are standing in the yard, looking for us. We’ve been gone far longer than anyone expected and are filthy. I’m dripping with sweat and have brambles in my shoes. My daughter looks exhilarated.


“There are so many secret play areas!” she tells her brother. He begins to weep with jealousy, and we promise to take him adventuring in the morning.


That night, my dad and I are sitting on the back porch, listening to the crickets and discussing my finances, when my daughter comes out with a sleeve of saltines. She eats a few and points out the stars, showing how we would have been able to follow them home from the forest. She stands and yawns, proclaiming she’s ready to sleep. She kisses my dad on the cheek and comes to kiss me. Then she whispers in my ear, “I had so much fun with you in our woods today.” She goes to bed.


The next day, she eats her breakfast and puts on her boots. She packs a backpack with a water bottle and snacks and coaxes her brother into the back yard. We mark the way with red ribbon and run through the woods, easily finding our way home following our ribbon trail. We come inside, filthy and full of fresh air, and both kids fall asleep within minutes, which is not their custom. I make a second cup of coffee and take it out to the porch, listening to the birds who resume their chatter now that the children have gone quiet.


No monsters in these woods. No beasts. We are in our new home, with our new woods to explore. We run; we climb; we imagine magic. No murderers or bears. No devils or deer. Just us three on our own new adventure in our woods.


— Laura Wheatman Hill —
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To one who has faith, no explanation is necessary. To one without faith, no explanation is possible.


~Thomas Aquinas





Thirty-eight days had passed since my mom died. Although life continued, I wanted nothing to do with the living part of it. I’d lost weight, dropping to ninety-two pounds. And, to make matters worse, several of my siblings and I weren’t getting along since our mother’s death.


Just days before dying, Mom had said to me, “We’re one heart. Half belongs to me; half belongs to you. When I cry, you cry. When I laugh, you laugh.” She was right; we truly were one heart. We used to joke about finishing one another’s sentences, so I felt certain that my suffering was causing her great pain.


And so it was after yet another fitful sleep, worrying about my mom’s peace, that I found myself depressed, not wanting to rise from my bed. I wanted nothing to do with getting up and facing the world. Instead, I lay there feeling sorry for myself and ignoring a little voice within that was willing me to get up.


“Get up, get up, get up,” the voice nagged me. Despite how bad I felt, I had to keep on living, if only to spite my siblings. The anger I felt toward them became like a swift kick in the butt as I made my way to the bathroom. You’ll never get the better of me, I thought as I stepped into the shower.


I had anticipated that taking a shower would make me feel better, but I felt worse. I could only hope that my routine morning walk would stir some life into me.


I stepped outside, breathing in the coolness of that December morning, hoping it would awaken something inside me. It didn’t, so I walked sluggishly with my head down, tears falling, as I continued mourning the loss of my mom. Memories of the fight I’d had with my siblings just the day before lingered on the surface. I was certain that I hated them, but somewhere during the night, I started feeling remorseful for the fight we’d had.


“I’m sorry, Mom.” I found myself pleading to the heavens for her to understand why her children were fighting. I cried as I walked onward, and the more I cried, the more sorrow I felt.


“We’re one heart,” I could hear Mom saying to me. “When I cry, you cry.” And there I was crying.


“I’m sorry that my tears are causing you pain,” I said.


I felt defeated by my inability to stop crying, to drop to my knees in prayer and ask God to make everything okay.


I wanted Mom to have peace. I needed her to have peace. She deserved it. I wanted it just as much for myself, but I didn’t know how to get that peace. If only I believed in prayer. If only I believed that God could hear me.


Suddenly, I grew tired of wondering what God could and couldn’t do as I walked sluggishly in my coveralls and heavy, winter boots, feeling completely alone and far from peace. “Mom,” I cried, “please let me know that you’re at peace.” As the words left my mouth, I remembered similar words I’d spoken in the few days just before her death. I’d asked her to send me a rainbow as a sign that she was okay.


“That’s enough of that,” she said, bringing laughter to both of us. Our joined heart told me that she was going to heaven to rest, not work. But there was no laughter as I walked that morning and no peace. There was only the sound of my own voice.


“I’m sorry, Mom, that your kids are fighting.” I was crying so hard that I could barely see two steps in front of me.


“I’m sorry, Mom.” I leaned my head forward. My eyes were closed as I tried to drown out the thoughts going through my head.


“Ahhhhh!” I screamed. I willed myself to continue walking. With my head still down in sorrow, I started my second lap around my yard, continuing to ignore my surroundings. I felt no desire or need to look anywhere else but down at the dead winter grass.


“I need to know that you’re okay, Mom. Please,” I begged. There was only silence.


My tears stopped as I found resolve. “Please, God… help me,” I said, surprising myself. I wiped my running nose with the back of my glove.


“Look up,” I heard a voice say to me. The voice was like the one I’d heard earlier that morning, which had willed me out of bed. I looked up and felt my knees buckle as I stumbled forward before catching myself from falling. My tears resumed, but now they were tears of joy. For there was a big, beautiful rainbow in the sky despite the fact that it hadn’t rained at all.


My fears and doubts were released, and a feeling of happiness and peace washed over me. All the weight of the world was drained from me.


“Everything is okay. I’m happy and at peace,” I felt my mom say.


I walked until the rainbow faded from the sky, and then I made my way back indoors. I found myself smiling, knowing that my mom was at peace. In that moment, my anger faded. I forgave my siblings, and then I thanked God for willing me to stop focusing on the dead, winter grass and instead look up and see a rainbow in the unlikeliest of places: a mid-December sky in Ohio.


— Cheryl L. Forshey —
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I truly believe that if you put your goals in writing, speak them out loud, and work for them, they will happen.


~Ciara





My phone chirped, alerting me to a text message from a friend. I read it and then handed my phone to my eighteen-year-old daughter, Julia. “Sarah sent another meme about the disaster that is 2020,” I said.


She read it aloud. “I’m not adding this year to my age since I didn’t use it.”


“I’m on board with that,” I said. “It goes with the one she sent yesterday comparing college kids gaining the Freshman-15 with all of us now gaining the COVID 19. But pounds gained during a global pandemic shouldn’t count.”


“You’re right. They shouldn’t. But, unfortunately, they still do.”


“It feels like the whole world is on pause,” I said. “Everything is closed, and we spend all day at home staring at screens. It’s like time has stopped, and nothing we do right now matters in the long run.”


Julia nodded. “I feel that way, too. I’m already accepted into college, so my grades don’t matter. The restaurant where I work is closed, so I can’t earn any money. I can’t see my friends either.” She shrugged. “It’s easy to feel like this time doesn’t matter. And if you’re not an essential worker, it’s fine to just binge-watch Netflix and eat snacks all day.”
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