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praise for Underwater Daughter
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“In Underwater Daughter, Antonia Deignan delivers a heart-shattering memoir of painful truth and soulful healing. Word by word, her powerful story dances across the page with lyrical rhythm, all while diving deep into the mind-warping currents of childhood sexual abuse. Readers follow along as she swims through many decades of emotional waves before finally learning to untangle herself from the deep. By the end, we all heal alongside her as she resurfaces to claim the light. A must-read for anyone who has ever suffered abuse at the hands of someone they love—or loved someone who has.”


—JULIE CANTRELL, New York Times and USA Today best-selling author of Perennials


“From these pieces emerge a partial sense of how Deignan learned to reconfigure the impact of her physical and psychic pains to achieve healing and forgiveness. Underwater Daughter is a poetic memoir about transformation and transcendence after abuse.”


—FOREWORD CLARION REVIEWS


“Underwater Daughter is pure magic. From her first line to her last, Antonia Deignan takes us on a wild ride, from her perilous childhood through many hardships to the resilient woman she became. Her voice is utterly inventive. Written with stunning originality and passion, this is a book readers will long remember.”


—LINDA SCHREYER, television/screenwriter and coauthor of Tears and Tequila


“Like the author’s dancing, this memoir seems to have some nameless tune in its core. Deignan gently paints a picture of even the most difficult moments in her life. She has decided to live her life lovingly, and in doing so has given us all a path forward.”


—HARRIET ROSS, cofounder of Dance for Life and retired general manager of the Joffrey Ballet


“In Underwater Daughter, the author bravely faces her humanity and dives into excavating her inner and outer life. Written with a clever hand, the read is intimate and raw, and shares unfiltered vivid memories of abuse, survival, love, trauma, dance, relationships, healing, evolution, and so much more. This memoir is a meaty, meaningful journey that kept me captivated and wanting more.”


—SHERRY ZUNKER, founder and creator of BeMoved Dance


“Antonia Deignan makes ‘raw’ feel very accessible. Her unflinching detail mocks the painful absurdity of a world where brutal adults leave a child holding self-blame in tiny hands. Prepare your senses to move fluidly through her stunning observations, in which she masterfully captures the burden of trauma at a cellular level. Never mind a life of clenched fists and secrets kept; this selfless writer opens her soul so that others may bathe in the bravery of her words. And dance. And heal.”


—PAMELA WEISS, founder of Hold This While IP Productions, writer, and producer


“Poetic, descriptive, and segues into scene after scene like a dance . . . vulnerable, raw, and soothing. . .. This took my breath away. I felt this.”


—STEPHANIE ARNOLD, producer, speaker, and author of 37 Seconds


“Antonia Deignan’s Underwater Daughter is a spellbinding memoir. At once a lyrical portrait of a young woman’s coming-of-age and of a mother’s coming into herself, it is a beautiful, gripping memoir of love and art, and of overcoming damage through both. Underwater Daughter is an odyssey of coming home to oneself by laying claim to one’s body and desires—as a dancer, lover, mother, teacher. Wise, moving, instructive, gorgeous.”


—E. J. LEVY, author of The Cape Doctor


“Underwater Daughter starts with disjointed pieces of prose and poetry violently breaking across the page like smashed glass. As you compulsively turn its pages, the writing gradually becomes more lyrical and coherent, the jagged shards subtly glued together to produce a beautiful and colorful mosaic out of all the broken bits. It is a writing style that perfectly suits its underlying subject. This is the story of an abused child, running from her terrors as an adult, finally made whole through self-reflection and a searing honesty. A brave, moving, and compelling work.”


—RICHARD C. MORAIS, author of The Hundred-Foot Journey


“In a sea of trauma memoirs, Antonia Deignan’s Underwater Daughter breaks poetically through the surface like sunlight dancing on turbulent water. The evocative and beautifully crafted prose and poems that narrate Deignan’s transcendence leap across the pages—the writing has the rhythm that only a trained dancer could produce. Artful, inspiring, and redemptive, Underwater Daughter is a book I will turn to again, laced as it is with love, wisdom, art, culture, and the kind of transformational forgiveness and nurturing that is the best of humanity.”


—REBECCA BLOOM, founder of Communications Bloom and coauthor of The Anti-Cookbook


“In Underwater Daughter, Deignan invites the reader to take a deep soul-dive using poetic imagery and beautiful prose to understand the extent of her pain from childhood trauma. Then the author continues her narrative by offering her wisdom regarding the healing power of movement through human suffering, bringing us to the surface again to breathe, heal, dance, and live fully. This book is a beautiful conversation seeking to connect our stories and shift us to greater love. Beautifully done.”


—MEG NOCERO, author of The Magical Guide to Bliss, Sparkle & Shine, and Butterfly Awakens: A Memoir of Transformation through Grief
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for mama









“Our own lives are the instruments with which we experiment with the truth.”


—THICH NHAT HANH


“Man is the sum of his memories—if they are gone, who am I?”


—BARBARA PYLE









[image: image]


a chunky episodic self-selection of memory


a moment-to-moment recall of survival through perception


controlled hallucination
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dream one






Once upon the waves of a great sea stood a very large iron-framed bed. It was mine. The sea was active and infinite underneath. Peaceful atop the mattress and sensitive to the wisdom beneath me, I mused, “Welcome squid and giant octopi, ancient turtles and fleeing krill chased by mighty whales, rafting shearwaters above rockfish and sardines and squid. Miles of waves in blues laid over fantasia.


“We need you,” the world of water sang to me, “as much as you need me,” the tune went.


And the sun continued to light and scramble the silver-blue puzzles underneath my bed. There were ocean’s busy lives slipping in and out of safe huddles of grass clusters, slipping from coral skeletons, tricking predators as they quickly hunted for meals, just like me. Before I discovered the mattress on the sea, I didn’t know where to hide or find protection when danger came too close, when trespassers stayed. But on the open blue sanctuary, when his hands washed over me, I dove and dipped down, dodged and darted away and died for a while. And when pleasure bubbled inside, because of him, and when dying wasn’t enough, I kissed the snake instead, uniting death and the peace of eternal life. I didn’t know, until I did, dressed in seaweed’s blankets and snakeskin, I was saved.


The flying fish flipped and flew, ducking dating dolphins, their whirling, cackling pods in parade; everyone was hungry. We all certainly understood it was fear, the fish and I, eye to eye, swim or die.


Luring seagulls to the bedposts, I knot-tied hundreds of their rubbery webbed feet to the iron poles, and as I set their bodies free, we sailed, we flew, we rose blimp-like toward the heavens.


My parents weren’t invited to my floating bed, but I did, however, parade my joy, and in front of them too, knowing we were all of us just a breath away from predators’ appetites anyway.


I was the snake head and the tail, the beauty within.












part one






AROUSAL
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I was not smart.


I was not educated.


I was not a good partner.


I was not popular.


I was not a good daughter.


I was not a good sister.


I was not a good friend.


I will tell you, look you in the eye, not away like a liar but look you hard in the eye, without a blink, and say I am actually some of those things. But I lie.


I was not athletic.


I was not well-read.


I was not educated.


I was not likable.


I was not pretty.


I was not young.


I was not a good mother.


I was not spiritual.


I was not religious.


I was not trustworthy.


I was not political.


I was not nostalgic.


I was not nuanced.


I was not deep.


I was not flexible.


I was not reliable.


I was not healthy.


I was not sober.


I was not fair.


I was not generous.


I was not truthful.


I was not loved.


I was not a team player.


I was not proud.


I was not natural.


I was not in touch.


I was not a crybaby.


I was not emotional.


I was not prone to outbursts.


I was not horny.


I was not sexy; last two, both lies.


I was not a rapist.


Nor was I a serial killer.


I was not a river.


Nor a tree.


Not a mushroom.


Not the rain.


I was not a hot-air balloon.


I was not a natural swimmer, but with fierce determination I became one.


I was not a child.


I was not a god.


Help me.
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A lounge lizard lived in my home, posing as my brilliant and fumbly dumbly father. I was four when he touched and tickled and weirdly lingered where he shouldn’t have in between, at the tip-tops of my pinchable thighs, sweet spots. And I was four when my mother watched him touch and tickle me there. I was four when I played with stuffed toys and wore plastic rings on my fingers. I was four when his touch made me goose-bumpy and squirm in pleasure, innocently. I was four when I found it hard to sit still, ants in my pants, spiraling energy deep within me. At night when my sisters’ and brother’s noses were tucked into their books in their bedrooms, I tidied my things before bedtime. I waited for him, bubbles inside me. I knew he’d likely come in and make my bubbles bigger. “Go to your room and read,” my mother would say, spying me at the door of their bedroom.


My father devoured books. Thrillers, biographies, medical journals, cookbooks, horticulture guides, wine catalogs—all piled high on his desk and on the bookshelves behind him, near his pillow on his bed, ledged at his bed. He read classical music and played it from memory. He had perfect pitch. “What is perfect pitch?” I’d asked my mother. “Pick a note on the piano,” she replied, “he’ll tell you what it is and won’t watch you choose.” When I was four, I realized of course, my dad was magic. He was exceptionally good at all sorts of things. By the time I reached the age of eight, I was masturbating obsessively, smelling and tasting my tanged and honeyed fingertips, riding the waves of his classical music, my interiority, my biology.


My father, hunched and serious, sat at his Steinway building crescendo. He pounded masterpieces into the plush velvet chairs in the far corner of the room; he aroused the floorboards and me below them. Beethoven, Mahler, Rachmaninoff thrilled faster and faster, ripping currents into our family’s den, into the soul of the shag carpeting. Symphonic inhales, pleasured exhales in his controlled hands. Perhaps his passion for his music was a cry for help, a silent enemy from his childhood, a perpetrator now held within the divinity of his masterpieces, his fingertips.


My father was rigorously educated, tutored young, and Ivy League polished. “He was such a nice boy, the sweetest boy,” his cousin told me once. “He was pushed so hard by his mother with that piano, but he was brilliant, soloing with that orchestra when he was eight,” she said, and then again. “He was brilliant.”


“C’mon, play a note,” my mother coaxed me, poking my shoulder. “He won’t look, and he’ll tell you what note you played. He’s a magician.”


My mother was smart and sophisticated and artistic. She had stacks of New Yorkers and the New York Times flourishing at her bedside. She collected National Geographic magazines with their bright yellow covers and splashy sea creatures jumping from its pages—feathered lionfish, see-through anemones, dolphins, clown fish, whales’ eyes like galaxy planets. My mother had also studied the piano, but what she truly loved was the ballet. As a teenager, she pored over dance journals, idolized Balanchine and Nureyev, worshipped the famous prima ballerinas, Alicia Markova, Margot Fonteyn, and the blind Alicia Alonso. Consequently, my sisters and I were made to study ballet from the beginning of time.
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I attended nursery school at the reform synagogue Temple Israel. My grandmother was a celebrity of sorts there because her husband, Poppy, was such a successful local business owner. Bub volunteered her time and energy in women’s Jewish organizations, often hosting ladies in her home where they stood in the hallway dressed in knee-length floral-print dresses and wore dainty and slim-heeled shoes to match. They smoked cigarettes and ate little sandwiches while seated at her formal dining table; cold coffee in white cups on saucers, crystal glasses with neat cream sherry. They would all have been young mothers during the Second World War, likely praying at night the blessing of being American, likely praying for someone overseas, a cousin, an uncle, a missing relative. After my mother celebrated her confirmation, her reaffirmation to Judaism, she left Temple Israel for good—that is, until her father died in 1964. And then once more after that, to honor Bubby’s long life, forty years later.


“Who will help me pass out our nap mats?” my nursery teacher, Miss Fennel, sang. She was slender, with wildly teased, chin-length hair and beautiful white, wide teeth. She wore mock turtlenecks and slim, pocketless plaid pants over lace-topped white socks. She was patient. My friend Zoe and I lay next to one another on the floor during naptime. I gazed at Zoe’s wild black curls and pale white skin with dark red smeary lips. She was slim and also wide-eyed with a small, flat nose and asked me often to lick the color off her lips. “Please stay quiet,” Miss Fennel sweetly hushed us. “God’s listening,” I thought I heard her say. I loved naptime during nursery school, curling up and barely touching Zoe’s knit sweater, studying the small scoop at her low back, the tip of her tail. Echoing her moon shape while staying within the boundaries of my yellow nap mat, inside me, between my legs, I felt Daddy’s tickle. But I never believed God was listening, as Miss Fennel liked to say, because I was certain about where God actually was. God was watering the plants at my house and sitting at her desk and shopping and wiping down the dog’s bowl in our kitchen sink; in fact, God once made me eat canned dog food after I told her it would taste better than the dinner she had placed before me, something like lima beans and meat that was smooth and soft like a pillow. I ate dog food.


The actual word God was not spoken in my home, and the concept of God rattled me because I was thoroughly convinced God. Was. My. Mother. Full. Stop. (Consequently, God was the one watching my father padiddle me.)


Confirmation pictures lined the walls in the downstairs hallway outside the nursery school room. The women in the photographs wore long white robes, each of them sporting large flowers pinned into their hairdos, an exotic hibiscus, a wild celebration. The young men statued themselves in rows behind the women; their suits were dark, their lips caught parted, secure over demure. There in that photographed milestone, my mother angled inward, her perfect skin and dark hair, one shoulder a tick more forward than the other, leaning toward the camera lens with her knock ’em sock ’em breasts; the silky robe delightfully accentuated her curves, her rubied lips painted coquettishly, her breath hinted at, a warm whisper. The same exact photo hung in Bubby’s bedroom and at home in my house, in the hallway.


Bubby wore her dark woolen dress suits at temple, small-heeled black leather shoes with buckles. And her hair was neatly bunned. “Tooner-Pooner,” she wooed me while standing next to her friends in the sanctuary; she pulled my tiny body close to hers—gift wrapped me in.


Was it the second or third day after she died, in that same small adjunct sanctuary forty years later, that I prayed at her spot, in her place, and re-memorized her, ghost danced and davened with her? I remembered back to when her feet flatly balanced on those sturdy half-inch heels, how she lovingly gestured her age-spotted hands and lifted veins, how she good-naturedly gripped her siddur. I reimagined her silver drop earrings pivoting my eyes up and toward her as she nodded and laughed, and they swung as she gossiped with the clergy or the cantor. I whiffed her faint mothball smell mixed with sweet talcum powder; the edges of her wool skirt scratched my cheek. Kiss me, Bub, kiss me.


I remembered sleepovers at Bub’s on Fridays, when sometimes my blue-hued friend Molly who lived next door slept over too. (Molly had a hole in her heart, which resulted in Molly’s pleasantly peaceful blueness.) Bub lit the candles and chanted the blessings for Shabbat, still dressed in her temple wool. I stood at Bubby’s right side and Molly stood at mine. Bub’s horn-rimmed frames slid below the midway point of her nose as she tipped her head forward toward the wicks and light. Molly and I inched closer to Bub’s flame. But her dark stockings that latched at her mid-thigh caught my attention, and I was embarrassed. And the garter peeked of course, and her thick calves grew less femininely out of her practical leather shoes. Come closer, she must have thought, and her breath bridged me over, linked me into the prayers she chanted, and I watched her create more space with her expanding body and her extending arms, as though it was now that time to include her parents, her ancestors. She was my sanctuary. “Baruch atah Adonai,” she sang like the Friday before. “Eloheinu, Melech haolam,” she chanted firmly. “Asher kid’shanu, b’mitzvotav v’tzivanu, l’hadlik ner shel . . .” she continued, shaking the lit match until it was out. “Blessed are you, Adonai our God, Sovereign of all, who hallows us with mitzvot, commanding us to kindle the light of Shabbat.” We sipped our tiny goblets of Manischewitz wine, “borei p’ri hagafen,” and made puckery kisses with our lips as we finished all of its sweet liquid darkness. We giggled. My eyes returned to Bub’s veined hands and I copied her, tried shaping my mouth to match hers. When she slowly set down the kiddush cup, she finished with “Amen,” and the word landed softly on my tongue.


Molly and I would play hide-and-seek after blessings. I’d hide in Bub’s bedroom closet, and in the dark I opened the plastic storage drawers stacked under her clothes. I touched the black ribbons I’d seen on Bubby’s legs, now in a tangled heap, the garters and belts and flat wired fastens, some ivory-colored ones. Flags of intricately laced belts dropped between my fingers; they smelled of moss and wet soil and teacups and death. I touched my fingertips to my lips and tasted their salt, slowed down my breath. I set a ribbony strap crosswise on the top of my thigh, which flared the desire I still had no name for, my slippery secret. Sudden nearby footfalls and slamming doors switched up my attention, and I quickly returned her intimates and delicate bits to their drawers. I was sticky. Whispers rushed in with the light cracking under the door.


There were also Poppy’s Playboy magazines stacked high on a shelf inside Bub’s closet. Some days I would pull them down and lock myself in her bathroom to read. Columns of stories filled with words I’d not heard of or read before filled its pages. There were cartoons with anatomy parts triple the size of normal: men with comical noses, side-combed hair over thumbprint heads, stick figures underneath except for the mammoth-sized rocket cocks blasting out of undone khakis; lurking behind them were the dark-haired bitches with salami meats launching from their chests. The men cursed like sailors; the women opened up like fish. Photographs. Beautifully curved mermaids, topless, bottomless, women curled and slanted, shirts unbuttoned for the tease, pouting lips wet, glistening eyes shotgun. A centerfold. Pointy hips on the left and right, a waistline you could wear as a bracelet; I flipped and folded, flipped and folded.


I knew Poppy, my grandfather, only because of the photographs Bub had of him on the walls. A handsome Russian immigrant, he died of heart disease a year after I was born. His suits and fedoras and fisherman’s caps, his magazines and violins and accomplishments remained silent and tucked away, like the unfathomable Holocaust, like passion and secrets, everything hushed and hidden. Only the sepia-toned photographs fleshed him out in every room of their Tudor home, the squidly ink of him and the generations before him, unsmiling.


Bub had a grand and formal staircase centering the front hall of her home, a favored destination during my child’s play and where my mother also lingered and played. The dark wood was partially covered with a Persian runner. A black iron banister beckoned my small hands, just as it had my mother’s small hands before mine. The landing overlooked the parkway her home was built along, and one of her many crystal chandeliers hovered within the ascending spiral, alighting more somber relatives dusted and framed on the walls.


In the mornings I watched Bub eat her scrambled eggs and raspberry jam, prepared by Mrs. Walta. “Try it, Tooner,” she said, barely sipping her black coffee, settling the clink of the cup into its saucer, never refusing Mrs. Walta’s offer of a refill. “Mix the raspberry with the egg,” she instructed (which I’ve done ever since). I loved her chipmunk-chewing, nose-wrinkling mawing of her food, her dry-lined mouth (which I’ve inherited), her puckered lips sharpening and softening as her teeth chewed and groaned. My mother said eggs and jam was artless.


Mrs. Walta brought us sticky prunes. Bubby ate the hard and dry ones I discarded. “Yes, please,” she harrumphed and winked, smuckering stickiness into her kiss, and kneading the sweet paste with her chomping teeth. I pressed the softer ones between my thumb and fingers, squeezed out the pulp, and sucked them down. “Go and get a pop from the cellar,” Bub suggested, and I ran to the root cellar’s steps toward the basement. The door cricked open and snapped back fast on its hinge as I grabbed the bare bulb’s chain and quickly lit the cellar’s pantry. Stacked in rows along the lowest shelf sat small bottled six-packs of Coca-Cola, 7Up, and orange Fanta; eight-ounce, glass-paneled bottles with red-cheeked Santas smiling from their widest parts. I barely heard my sister calling me from upstairs, “Bring me and Bub a cream soda, please?”


The tiny bathroom off her kitchen was my favorite bathroom in the house. Down the breakfast nook’s bitty steps to the right placed me at its door. On the left was the toilet and straight ahead a second door opposite the one I stood in, which led out and into her library room. There was a freestanding porcelain sink wedged in next to the toilet and a shelf bolted into the wall next to the sink with a bare light bulb in a ceramic base. A twisting knob turned the light bulb on and sounded a hard and satisfying click when I turned it off. Click. Click. It was why that bathroom was my favorite. The click.


Through the bathroom window opposite that toilet was a long rocking lounger that sat on the back porch. It swung locomotive-style, front to back, and many nights when I slept in it, the lake winds from across the street breezed through the screened porch walls, calm and dreamy, sometimes moist like an innocent child who had been touched.


Other nights, Bub allowed me to sleep on the chaise lounge near her bed, on its brocaded cushion pillows and musky damask cover. She read every night in her bed, on the far side away from me. Her red velvet bedspread crinkled when she switched the light off, and her little snores percolated quickly after “Good night, Tooner Pooner.” “A gute neshome,” she had whispered.


“Good night, Bub,” I whispered back, eyeing the moon through the window. I loved when she told me I was a good soul. A gute neshome.


I gravitated toward the licorice she kept in glass jars on the kitchen counter—black licorice spinning wheels and hand-cut red Twizzler sticks. Cheetos and pretzels filled more jars next to the candy; it was a midway of edible delights. In the living room, she filled her lidded silver candy dish with Brach’s milky chocolate stars. “Bub?” I’d call out to gauge her whereabouts, the lid hovering over the candy dish in one of my hands. I relied on permission by omission and stuffed them in my mouth, let them slowly melt in the middle of my tongue and above it along my soft palate.


I conjured story lines in her living room and ruled over the invisible family members and other guests I’d invited, sweeping them toward the stuffed Queen Anne chairs with, “Won’t you sit here, dear lady.” The many framed ancestors and I exchanged pleasantries. I settled them in their places and pointed out to them the Bubela, the guest of honor performing on the grand piano. Applause, applause. I sat beside her, turning the pages of her sheet music; I followed her blue-veined hands, her dancing arthritic fingers. She sat bolt upright and swayed slightly as she played. Mrs. Walta made cucumber and cream cheese tea sandwiches, which I passed out before offering the guests the silver dish of chocolate stars. Bubby never asked me how many of the chocolates I’d eaten or if it was me who emptied the licorice jar. I wasn’t sure she noticed, because it was Mrs. Walta who kept charge of those things, refilled them. Maybe Bub never noticed much underneath her royally sloped nose, like my mother said. But it didn’t matter to me what she never noticed. What Bub did do was give me permission to freelance amongst her things, to touch and hold them, to open doors and drawers and closets and magazines to see what was hidden inside.


In the large wooden bowl in her library where she read her newspapers sat an assortment of nuts—walnuts, Brazil nuts, almonds, filberts, and pecans. Brass nut crackers lay near the bowl on the table, and with their carved jester’s heads and mouths wide open, they mashed and moshed the hard shells into clowned nut meat. Walnuts were bitter and cashews were sweet. “Live every day of your life and love every day you live,” Bubby instructed as she bit into a walnut, her old feathery lips quivering.


Later in life, I sat beside my own children when attending services and pressed Hebrew words out of the pages of the prayer book and into my mouth as best I could, assured of Bubby’s blessings. My children didn’t love Sunday school or learning Hebrew, but it was quickly revealed to them I was not the final stop, the one with all the answers or all the truth. Their studies not only offered the possibility of the mystery of faith but a bounty of information and interpretations of thought way beyond what I had to offer.


I learned the trope of Torah and Haftarah, fell in love with its guttural, soulful patterns. In my forties I became a bat mitzvah, a Jewish adult, with all five of my children, my husband, and my parents there to witness the grandeur, the holier substance of my being manifesting, because of Bubby.


I never went back to Temple Israel or saw Zoe again after nursery school because we moved away to a modernly built, shaggy-floored, triple-decked tower of a home, a fidgety widget rocket ship a suburb away from Minneapolis and Bubby’s influence. My bedroom was an open door, and across the hall from their open door, his open door, his side of the bed—his lie the point b across from where my head lay on its pillow, point a. I slept tickly, where my hands underneath my thin cotton underwear stayed, two fingers from each meeting quietly in the middle, to circle and rise up and down. G’night, Daddy.
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I filled my empty hours at my mother’s house outdoors. Four years old, I had bangs, blunt and dark. My culottes fell shy of the middle of my thighs. The polyester material didn’t pick up grass stains, but my shins and ankles and toes did. I picked the blades of grass off my shorts and rubbed away the telltale green grass-inked spots on my legs so that my wandering about outside wouldn’t be found out. Between my teeth I clipped the sweet white-ended tips of the grass and ate the blades’ sugary ends. My hands fisted weeds, alive and dead. I breathed in the dandelion fluff. I breathed dandelion yellows and smashed their heads up my nostrils, short snort-sneezed them back out again, curled them into my chin like melted butter.


I sat.


drifted.


pretended


I was someone else.
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It is a coping mechanism, dissociation. It’s the ability to disconnect from your own thoughts, feelings, or sense of self. In science, molecules do the same thing by splitting off and becoming smaller, separate (Oxford language dictionary). It’s an act of self-preservation—creating an inward universe away from the outer world, which mimics what our cells also do to survive; they move in and thrive, and then they move out. Dissociation removes you from present time but never wholly separates you from what is happening around you. The outside world remains connected, interrelated, integrated. The inside world thrives in isolation.


“Do you have any other advice?” asked the boy. 
“Don’t measure how valuable you are 
by the way you are treated,” said the horse.


—CHARLES MACKESY
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My parents’ home was beautifully maintained, highly artful, sophisticated, and stimulating. I was surrounded by creative intellects, and I paid attention to them even if my academic record did not reflect that. My father inadvertently saturated me with his piano genius nearly every single day of my first seventeen years. Vanishing behind the closed door of my bedroom, his thrilling fingers scaled up and down the keys like the heart of a mad man’s; he recalibrated my pulse and my breaths with his music, and I became his past, present, and future, whether I cared to or not. Classical compositions rose through my floorboards.


I came, habitually. Was I surviving or was I thriving? My father’s hands. He introduced tempo, meter, crescendo; contrast, elegance, balance. Had someone betrayed him, traumatized him when he was young? Had the piano saved him? Perhaps he had been coded by, had experienced a trauma before me. Perhaps it was deeply buried within him. Perhaps it was as Suzanne Simard described in her interview “Forests Are Wired For Wisdom” (2021)—my father’s superpowers of resilience, high-functioning intellect, and creativity seeped organically into the life and death of me, a beautiful, highly evolved, complex adaptive system of science and humanity.


I didn’t play hide-and-seek much at my parents’ house. There weren’t as many clever places to hide, and we didn’t have as much freedom to roam there, although the jungle safari of standing plants in my mother’s room-sized, walk-in terrarium was enticing. It was a forest of smoky musk air and exotic earth. To hide in my mother’s living room forest was to go on safari, hunt for treasure, hide from predators. But Bubby’s attic offered me the truest escape and was where I longed to be most. All of the doors in Bub’s house heaved and moaned when I pulled them; knobs and hinges crackled and creaked. But if I hitched the attic door up and to the right, nice and tight, I silenced its wooden protests and easily snuck into the spider dust of darkened light.


There was, after my eyes adjusted, a brighter spot from the window in the corner. The sea-tested steamer trunks slowly appeared resting next to Poppy’s wobbly wardrobe. His long-ago worn suits inside hung below the odd-shaped hat boxes on the shelves, everything networked in insect lace. Against the wardrobe stood misfitted dining chairs with fraying lattice seats balancing burned-out lampshades. Rolled-up maps in cardboard containers stayed stacked underneath them. (Heigh-ho, the places you did go hiding in your grandmother’s cove.) I acted like a pirate, a pilot, a violinist, a chef, a conductor, a steam engine driver, a cat. Eventually, my sister would decide if finding me and winning that round was worth her climbing the third-floor stairs and testing her fear of the attic’s darkness. More typically, she bellowed her surrender from below, “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” and “Tuni, you win. Come out.”
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I was four in my parents’ living room. My mother watered the plants or talked quietly on the phone. My father was in his office, sucking on a cigar, chewing it, working or reading at his desk. I inhaled the cigar smoke where I sat nearby in my leotard and tights, on the velvet barrel chair, on the other side of the dividing wall. I was even softer than the velvet I sat on, in a shade of pink everywhere, my torso, my arms and legs. The neckline of my leotard rolled into a delicate curl over my collarbone, like a turtle’s slow retreat. It tickled. Its long cotton sleeves reached my wrists, ladylike. My head bowed, my hands and fingers interlaced, at rest, in my lap, I sat.


I never cried.


I thought about the dance class I had just come home from, how many mistakes I had made. I tried to understand why my fifth position was easier that night and why it was harder to keep both heels on the floor and in line, turned out, in fourth.


He shuffled the papers on his desk. The shuffling and sliding of papers lifted my chin. Time to go to bed. I packed up my body shapes and the twists I was analyzing, the bends and arches I was remembering from class. I went upstairs and undressed, set my folded dance clothes on my white plastic rocking chair and put my nightgown on. I called from my room, “Mom, will you tuck me in?” And she did. She pulled up tight my sheet into a firm berm across the fronts of my shoulders and high under my chin. She folded the top sheet and blanket deeply underneath me, snug under the mattress. She tucked me in first, before he did. I lay on my back, immovable. I liked the embroidered loopy straps of my nightgown on my shoulders.


I knew his heavier step, the click and heaviness of his shoes, the shuffle between the steps. I watched as she stepped away from the bed toward the door, and I didn’t move when he came into my room or when he took her place at my bed. I didn’t move as he stood with his back to the door and slid his hand underneath my clean cotton sheet. I didn’t move as I waited for his hand to find my thigh. “Good night,” he said, touching, inching toward that place where he made good night circles with cigar-holding fingers.


I flew into Bub’s attic; I hid in Poppy’s wardrobe and in his old man suits with the arm cuffs down and low over my hands. His felted fedora slid over my squeezed-shut eyes in the dark. I counted the shutters along my windows while inside the wet sea bunk. I quietly stayed afloat in Poppy’s wardrobe. I slept.


I grew very accustomed to the energy between my legs, the buzzing that traveled into my belly. I tapped it easily when I was in the living room, when I danced. I slid the barrel chairs to the sides of the room against the walls to make space. The fiberglass coffee table cubes and tiger rug, I stacked in the corners. The living room emptied of its furniture, I had room to flail and swirl and abandon my body. I pulled energy from the underworld below me—under the floorboards, under the earth—and brought a sanctuary directly into my home, like Bub’s attic. I free-formed a portal toward safe expression; movement was the tool I used to harness protection.


My father’s good night ritual, I had determined, was not truth. His hand testing the tops and sides of my thighs featherlight, his tiny tickle, back and forth, was a make-believe story I could close my eyes away from. Good night. My mother standing small in the hall was one of her God tricks. It wasn’t her standing there in her mom clothes; it was her shadow. I counted windows. Eight in all.


As he stood, lingering at my bedside, I lay twitchy-backed with my dead fish closed eyes. Sometimes, I checked on the stuffed animals, like a peek, and they stayed animal-toy quiet on their rocking chair home: a squirrel, a kangaroo, a gopher. I rocked, between my thighs, despite them. Once or twice, I heard my mother call his name from my doorway, a lower version of her normal voice, like piss. And his half smile turned from me, his eyes darkly socketed, and left. “Good night, Tuner,” he smoked out. And I can’t remember ever crying. I didn’t. I remembered the energy staying high in between my legs until I slept. I remembered fisting my baby scarf, silky security under the sheet, fire orange and thinly soft. That was the scarf my mother incinerated a few years later.
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not a dream


I stand at the edge of the seashore and slowly, with every riptide circling up the bank and ripping back down again, my feet sink farther in, my weight falls farther backwards and farther into the wettest, quickest sand. Light and energy curl and spiral at my heels, which draws my tailbone down and stakes me there at the endless sea. Her seaweed lair encircles me in a safe and salty hold, and I am transported to the other side of human life, to the other side of the horizon, where the dead await, where gods and goddesses stand by. And I never cried.


See all human behavior as one of two things: 
either love, or a call for love. . ..We are not held back 
by the love we didn’t receive in the past, but by 
the love we’re not extending in the present.


—MARIANNE WILLIAMSON
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I was five years old when I met Lincoln. His family lived behind the home my parents built in the suburbs, a land pit spaceship house. It was built at the bottom of a steeply graded hill, the first floor at street level, the basement two floors below. The driveway was a quick and dirty sideways switchback into the garage. A walking bridge led from the garage to the home. Its entryway connected to a circular layout like a donut, and the staircase was the hole in the middle—living, dining, and kitchen on top, bedrooms stacked beneath, basement bedrooms stacked beneath that. There were three hills that stood behind and to the right of our new home, and just beyond them, a catty-corner’s hike through the field, lived Lincoln.


Lincoln’s mom’s hair was the exact same color as his: Celtic copper penny and cut short around her face. She was thin, like him, freckled, with a tiny overbite, tiny delicate nose, and dimples that made divots around her hitched-to-one-side smile. They both smelled of pine and corned beef and ivory soap. Even the dog smelled Irish.


Out back, Lincoln and I ran the hills, monkeyed up trees. We sat under the willows on the back side of the pond between our houses, braided the branches of sage-lipped leaves, tags winding and flipping, our camouflage, our game. Sitting knees, tall side-by-side at our thighs in worn corduroys and sucking lemon drops until our pockets emptied, he slowed my gaze over and over toward the ducks and algae, toward the sun catching and blinding the moment, coaxing my eyes out. Were his green? Like pine? Brown eyes? Dark, like heaven and soil and death forever? At night, we snuck quietly around the neighborhood, cut into tidied yards, picket-fenced or gnome-lined beds, young kids’ toys stacked near a stoop. We zip-lined, tire swung, ran away. His eyes pointed north toward the lights, seafoam, emerald, lime, and citrine.


“What do you want to be when you grow up?” I’d asked him. He tilted and smiled, held the back door for me, walked past his mom presenting brownies or crackers and cheese or Twinkies, and replied, “A fireman, maybe, or forest keeper, I think. Forests. Fish. What do you want to be when you grow up?” I sat and watched his mother shift her gaze toward me. She smiled and said, “Have another.”


In the winter, we sled the three hills between our houses. The uppermost hill was small, steep, and typically a sheet of ice. We hopped on a red flyer disc. “Tuck your legs under mine; hold your hands under my thighs.” He hurried. Blinding white sky, switchback winds, we rushed.


The second hill’s slope spilled out more slowly; our screams thinned as we pulled our breaths in more deeply. My legs squeezed tighter, his pressed in around mine, and we dueted courage, wicking awe and fear.


The final hill was a long flight down, a descent that would have us end either in the field or at pond’s edge, depending on which lane the sled caught. Often, we built moguls in that third hill. And other times moguls were already there, built and left behind by someone else. We hadn’t seen it before we hit it. My shriek sliced into his as the jump catapulted us. We hovered on the disc and then smash-landed. With my jaw fully locked open, my eyeball, cheek, and collarbone bulldozed the packed snow and ice. “You okay? You okay? You okay?” he screamed, his boots and legs suddenly planted between me and the pond ahead. He pulled hunks and chunks of ice from my mouth, lowered and folded into me, wiped my tears, and, like a brother, carried me home.


When I was sixteen, the night before senior year in high school, sharing brown bottles of 3.2 Pabst Blue Ribbon, he said it that second time. “Let’s kiss.” In his backyard on the picnic table as the sky began to darken and the few first stars revealed themselves: “Let’s kiss.” And I brought my eyes to his. He’d said it the exact same way back when we were six or seven, in his blacked-out bedroom closet with our backs against the wall and our backsides on the floor; we leaned in, we hooked each other’s breath, we pressed our mouths together like pancakes in prayer. But that night before our last year in school together, my lips met his in laughter, and that pseudo kiss ensured our properly non-intimate, everlasting love affair. We held hands and made toasts, just like best friends do.


I was there when he got married in Colorado after he graduated from Fort Collins. He got a job in forestry management. We held each other at his mama’s funeral, our scents embracing the same as always, the clean bar of soap on spruce or scotch pine, baby powder; his dad had finally moved away from their home, left our pond and our hills. The thirty-six years between our last kiss and the night he died were otherwise mainly empty of us, our lives racing into different parts of the country, other ports of love, and family and everything. His time was shorter than we thought.


He was fifty-three when he died. He played pond hockey, the obituary read. He organized Christmas parties. He canoed, fished, hunted for rocks along Lake Superior. Friends described him as a shooting star, fast and brilliant. Friends said they would miss his laughter.


I spoke with him the year before he died, after his wife had called me asking if I would contact him. She was worried about him. He was depressed. “Of course,” I said. Lincoln and I swapped our bone-old fondness for each other; I listened for familiar, for dirty copper bangs and uncounted freckles, and we storytold. That last phone call I said, “I love you, Lincoln,” and “I love you too,” he said right back. “Just tired.” Don’t be tired alone, I thought.
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In reflection, I’ve thought about the what ifs—have you? Imagining I have become . . . a wanderer, climber, doctor, chef, an ocean diver, space hunter, red light worker, trans, a politician—anything but me. What if. Habitually I return to a fish, a fish, and a fish, slippery and rippley, qwerky-ing into pockets of channeled rivers, engorged in briny fortune and unfettered flow. The underwater underworld where my body is buffered, cool, fast, and unholdable.


What if.
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When I was nine, I chose Liza.


1972.


I watched Liza Minnelli in the film Cabaret. Liza. A carnal, black-lidded sea lion with a jet blaze of lashes dripping over crimsoned lips, a corset cinch of shiny skin. She French-curled and inhaled burning tips off her fags; she exhaled dirty rapture. Immediately after I saw the film, I cut off all my hair. Dropped off at a salon by my mother, I explained to the stylist Liza’s hairstyle in Cabaret: a six-pointed pixie cut with one of the points slicing down the middle of the forehead, one long point posted in front and behind each ear, and the final point centered at the back of the skull.


The next morning, I stood at the corner across the street from my house and waited for the school bus. My flared cords were midnight blue and wind-pressed flat against my shins. I shifted from one Converse All Star to the other, a sway, a turtleneck quiver. I stepped up onto the bus. I kept my head down and counted off the dirt-streaked tennis shoes, the loafers, the wet crud of the bus floor, cushion innards poking through the red plastic seats, dark jeans, Wranglers. There were nickel-sized puddles along the metal frame of the rubber runner, the length of the bus. I crept along. Silenced, it seemed, by my entrance, the cliques paused before mobilizing, before systematically pairing and turning in their seats as I passed, head down, back of the bus.
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