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			To Nate—

			For the stuff of angels, movements, and things bigger than this.

		

	
		
			Interviewer: What is something you always carry with you?

			Maya Angelou: I’m a child of God. I carry that with me.

			
		

	
		
			Note from the Author

			The names and identifying characteristics of the characters in the book have been changed, except for a few, to protect the guilty and the innocent. While all the actions within the book have happened, there are particular events that have been combined and reordered to maintain the book’s continuity. I tried my best to piece together events through research, conversations, digital evidence, and journals. There are undoubtedly things I’ve gotten wrong but all the situations remain true, to the best of my memory.

		

	
	
			Dear Reader

			Everything about your narrator is unreliable except for her heart.

		I needed to say that first and get it out in the open before we go any further. Before you bunch up your hands into fists and strap on your extra-loud clomping boots so you can clomp-clomp-clomp all the way back to the bookstore and roar into the ear of the manager, “Youuuu soldddd meeee a boooookkkk with annnn unreliablleeeee narrattttorrrrr! Rarrrr!” No, he didn’t, I told you first that I am unreliable.

		I’m unpredictable. I write poems in my head as I roll through Target. I live life in the clouds. And I will let you down. Because I am human. And that’s what humans do. More often than we would like.

		I built stories in my brain all throughout my childhood and I think it’s followed me well into adulthood. My mother is probably still clutching her face, aghast over the thought of people reading this, wondering if I will think to bust out the tale of the time she sent my brother down the river in a basket when he was just a newborn. I shared that story with my second- grade class. That was actually Moses, not my brother.

		But my heart is good and golden. We won’t be steered wrong as long as my heart leads.

		I’m going to be reliable in my writing to you. Faithful, in a way I never learned how to be when I had seventeen pen pals to my name from a single subscription of Girls’ Life magazine yet never thought to write to a single one of them. They wrote to me for a little while. They sent me glossy photos and I took them to school to show them off as “sisters” but I never picked up the pen to write back. I guess I felt I only had time in my life to receive the mail and pat myself on the back for collecting pretty friends from Kansas and Kentucky like trading cards.

		But this time will be different. I am going to sit down and write to you in a start-to-finish kind of way, as if this whole thing were a love letter that I am hoping you will find. And I am praying, if you find this letter, it will be words you’ve needed for a long while. Whether you’ve struggled with loneliness. Or worthlessness. Or connection in a disconnected world. This story is for you. It’s written for anyone who’s been afraid to turn off their phone at night or say goodbye come morning. To the winners. And the losers. And above all, the dreamers. For the ones with yellow roses on their countertops and strong caffeinated drinks in their hands. For the ones who still miss Whitney Houston or struggle at night over the reasons why they’re here. This book is for anyone who has ever believed their smallness could not serve others. For anyone who grapples to fit within a world that doesn’t always hold them so dearly.

		Truth be told, I never imagined you and I would meet like this. Not a fold or crook of this story was ever one I imagined others would find or retell to their friends. I only envisioned myself with swooping hands, one day telling babies with the same sunshine red ringlets as me, “One day in New York City, your mama started writing love letters to strangers. She would leave them behind wherever she went. She liked it so much that she decided never to stop. Others joined her and they, too, liked it so much that they decided never to stop.”

		I thought this would only be a story to show those children of mine how much human hands do matter. Within a world that is always talking too loudly about what it means to “matter,” I wanted this entire story to tell them the truth of it: that they will matter when the sun is up and when it is down. When there is sunburn on their shoulders or when their shoes no longer fit. Or their luggage never arrives. Or they come back from Paris with a ramshackle heart and one less body beside them. I wanted this story to convince them that they matter, always, and that the point has never been to know it but just to accept it.

		Yes, this was supposed to be the story they could carry with them when they could hold me no longer. But now you’re here. You picked me up somewhere. Somehow, you’ve found me. I have to believe there’s a reason for that.

		Tying you closer than most,

		hb

		
	
		
			Section 1

			Make Me Come Undone

		

	
		
			Sticky Love

			The day I moved to New York City is way more poetic in my memory than it actually was. My mother would tell you the air was dry that morning and we didn’t talk the whole car ride to the train station. I tend to exaggerate the whole thing and say I witnessed the birds chirping and the mailboxes waving good-bye with their little red flags as we rolled through New Haven, Connecticut, to get to the station. She would tell you I left stray bobby pins in the corners of my bedroom. I would say I packed everything I needed that day—dreams tucked beside cardigans and wishes packed up against rain boots.

			That’s always been my downfall, the thing my mother always calls me out on. I romanticize things. I insert heartbreak where there shouldn’t be any. I feel things too deeply. I hold on much longer than I should. All of life has always been one big book of poems to me. I think every person is a living poem—from their hopeful heart to their ugly habits. Life is just too busy to ever stop and dwell on one thing for too long.

			In actuality, the back wheel to one of my suitcases broke and everything was off balance after that. The wheelless luggage taunted me from the backseat as my mother and I took exit 1 off the highway and approached the New Haven train station.

			I refused to tell my mother about the broken wheel. She’s never been the anxious type, but she would have worried. And she would have tried—with every last motherly shred in her—to help her baby out.

			That was me—the baby of the family. There was my older half brother, my real brother who I used to claim was my Irish twin (he isn’t), and then me. I always tell people I am a balance between my mother’s whimsy and my father’s dirt-beneath-the-fingernails work ethic. I’m drawn to deep conversations with people and good-looking Spanish men because of my mother. I’m sucked into collecting things because of my father. The two of them make a good team. My father has been bringing things into our house for years, hoarder-style, and my mother has been waiting for him to fall asleep on the couch to cart all of it off to Goodwill. I’m somewhere in the middle—always wanting to hold on to everything that comes into my orbit and let it go all at the same time.

			For the longest time growing up, a lot of people didn’t even know I existed. People were surprised to learn the gangly, redheaded child who was silently weaving friendship bracelets beside the fences at baseball games was the sister of these boys who were town legends when it came to diamonds, or courts, or any kind of arena that was competitive. I lived in their shadows a lot. It wasn’t anything I did on purpose. I just kept to myself. And I liked constructing my own little worlds where I could control all the elements and pretend I was best friends with all the good-looking men and women in the JC Penney catalog, models I cut out and pasted into my little-kid diaries.

			I was the last one of the family to leave the house with the turquoise shutters and morph my parents into empty-nesters. My oldest brother had gone off to college and then moved in with his girlfriend. He and I were different in the sense that he’s always known just what he wanted and gone after it. And me? I’m more of the type to have an existential crisis over selecting a coffee flavor for the morning. My other brother struggled with addiction at the time, so he lived in the house when he was sober and out of the house when he was not.

			
			As we waited for the train, I watched my mother wedge something into the belly of my suitcase, with the hope I wasn’t looking. I tried to force myself to forget it was there. I fidgeted and folded my ticket, waiting to leave. I knew it was a letter. It was always a letter.

			My mother is a nostalgic creature. There are three things you should know about my mother: The first is that she is always, somehow, the life of every party. The second is that any person my mother has ever loved could tell you the exact way a kazoo sounds when it’s left in a voice mail on your birthday. It’s nailed tight to my memories of growing up—watching her flip through the pages of her address book and find the name of whoever it was she’d marked on her calendar. I remember hearing the dialing of the cordless phone. My mother would wait. And then the sound of a kazoo being played to the tune of “Happy Birthday” would stream throughout the house.

			The third thing to know about my mother is that she’s a nostalgic creature and I have to believe she made me into one too. She’s hidden love letters for me to find all my life. There was a note tucked on top of a piece of chocolate cake when heartbreak visited my freshman dorm room for the first time. There was a card left on my dashboard the day after Whitney Houston died. Confetti fell out from the inside. Musical notes skittered across the front. She wrote six words to me in red Sharpie: And I will always love you. I am the product of my mother’s bread crumb trails of love letters.

			Every coming and going we’ve ever shared has been built up with letters, notes, trinkets, and the like, as if tiny wedges of paper and confetti could keep a person always coming back. She’d trailed tiny clues four years earlier as we moved me into my first dorm room. I found letters tucked in plastic Tupperware bins and notes within books I hadn’t even opened yet. Pieces of my mother would pop up and appear throughout the semester. In random classes. At staff meetings. On retreats. My mother is an expert at leaving evidence she was here in the lives of everyone around her.

			One of the notes she mailed to me in my first week of college included a long quote she’d copied from O, The Oprah Magazine while sitting in a waiting room of a doctor’s office. The quote was about a mother and a daughter. The final point of release. The girl was leaving, marching into adulthood without her mother’s steady hand to hold. The girl turned at the door and the mother went to reach out, wanting to tell her daughter one last thing, but she pulled back instead. It was that moment when the mother finally had to say, “I’ve given everything I can and I have to trust it is enough. She must go out there and see and feel and understand the rest on her own.”

			The breath fell out of me when I read that quote for the first time. I kept reading it out loud. I felt bare and exposed through my mother’s scratchy handwriting whenever I read it. The card with the quote inside of it somehow got lost and my mother couldn’t remember what issue of O she found it within. I spent the next summer going through every O magazine at the town library, looking for any last evidence the paragraph ever existed, but I never found it. I’m still looking.

			The letters from my mother kept coming throughout college. I was one of the only students who had a reason to go to their PO box at the end of the day, and that was mainly because my mother didn’t have a cell phone or text messaging or any kind of social network to check into. I’d told her a bunch of times she should get a cell phone but she only ever said the same thing back to me: “I’ve gone over fifty years without anyone needing to find me. Why start now?”

			I guess I never understood the power in her letters, or the reason why she sent them, until my grandmother died. I was a college freshman when she passed. It was September. The air was changing. My grandmother had spent that whole summer sitting in a hospital bed, delirious. She was like a stranger who borrowed the eyes of someone I loved. I knew my mother and all her siblings were just waiting for the release, a way to tell one another she was finally gone and in a better place.

			I moved into my first dorm room with the assurance I would get the phone call about my grandmother soon. You know the kind of phone call. I remember sitting in my orientation program on the first night of college while leaders clad in matching outfits pranced around, strumming guitars and rapping like only white people can, initiating icebreakers that made us reveal the layers of our summer vacation like an onion. When it came time to share about my summer, I fought the urge to say, “This summer I learned how death unbuilds a house. Brick by brick. Shingle by shingle. Death shows up like a worker who rises to beat the sun and spends his days undoing a person you learned to love with your whole body. He unchisels and unscrews until nothing is left but the skinny frame and eye sockets of someone you used to know. That’s what I learned. Do you want to sing a song about it?”

			The call came three weeks into the semester. In the span of a weekend, I heard my father deliver the news, packed a duffel bag full of all the black clothing I owned, traveled home, tried to apply mascara to swollen eyes, laughed until I couldn’t help but cry, swapped stupid memories with cousins, watched my grandmother get closed in a casket, and learned that missing someone is just the beginning of grief. Then I traveled back to college to push forward into my fall semester. It happened quickly, like ripping off the Band-Aid, trying to pretend there was no sting. Death is like that—it can teach you more in forty-eight hours than you’ve learned in a lifetime.

			The letter from my mother came in a golden envelope just a few days later. The envelopes never matched the cards but they were always the brightest colors she could find in the card aisle. Silver. Indigo. Lilac. A small sun—gold and stenciled—was on the front of the card. I stood there, in the middle of my college’s post office, sucking in my mother’s words:

			It’s beautiful outside. We took Scarlett and Chloe for a hike the other day. I’ve started crying. Finally. I find myself going into the bathroom, shutting the door, and spitting on the bathroom floor. Something feels freeing about that.

			I pictured my mother hocking wads of saliva onto the tile floor. Spitting and crying. Spitting and crying. Trying, through the spitting, to let her sadness release. Letting loose on the linoleum. The image in my mind looked pitiful. Desperate. Too hard to watch for a girl who’d only ever allowed her mother to be strong in her eyes. It was one of the first times I realized you can tell a completely different story to someone when you’ve got all the vulnerable space of a page to back you up. You can say things you might not have the courage to say elsewhere. You can let honesty loose on the page and then fold it up and drop it in the mailbox. Away, away the release of your troubles could fly.

			That letter is still the most treasured chunk of my mother I hold. Like a secret only I know. I kept the card on my wall all four years of college. I packed it with me on the day I moved to New York City.

			“Do you need any help?” she asked as I bustled the suitcase with the broken wheel onto the platform.

			“No,” I told her. “I have this.”

			She tried to reach for the handle but I snapped at her. “I need to do this on my own. You need to learn to let me go.”

			She got real quiet. I wasn’t being nice. I get snappy when I know a good-bye is coming. I sort of shut down and close off. The last thing I wanted my mother to know was that all of this was hard for me.

			Realistically, I would only be a couple hours away from her. But somehow we both knew something different was happening this time. It wasn’t like the kind of good-bye you said before college or summer camp. It sat in the throat for a very long time and made you hope you’d learned enough from the other person to be okay on your own.

			“You have everything you need?” she asked. I nodded. “I made this for you. For the train. If you get hungry.” She pulled out a thick wedge of tinfoil from her red pocketbook and placed it into the side pocket of my carry-on bag. Without unfolding the square mess of silver, I knew it was two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Four slices of whole wheat bread. Peanut butter from Trader Joe’s. Raspberry jelly.

			She’d handed me those wads of tinfoil for the last fifteen years. They were the first form of religion I ever knew, before a Bible or a pew. Just several sandwiches she carried with her always to pass out to hungry people she would see along the way in New York City. She never took a train into the city without them. She taught me to be a brave little child who walked up to bums and handed them peanut butter and banana sandwiches. No matter how many sandwiches she packed to hand out, there was always one left for me. It was her way to tell me, “You’ve got this. You’ve got this day, but you’ll grow hungry along the way.” All those years, we called it Sticky Love.

			And that’s just what my mother always told me to aim for—Sticky Love. It’s different than a skinny kind of love. It is a love so much rarer than the kind your eighth-grade boyfriend could give you. It’s big. It’s loud. It makes you into the kind of person who leaves something behind when they finally turn to walk away. And though no one can quite touch it or understand the DNA of it, everyone can still tell, by the way the atmosphere has shifted in the room, something was left behind.

			As the train pulled into the station, she reached in for a hug. “I love you. Be good. Be safe,” she whispered. It felt like we’d been on that train platform for hours.

			“I love you too,” I whispered back. We pulled away and I walked toward the train.

			I hoped the engine would start and pull away quickly. I needed her to go home. Like I said, good-byes have never really been my thing. I’d rather go in the night. Leave a note. Walk away quickly and not linger in a hug. I don’t want to be the one left standing there. It’s the hardest part about making new friends and giving them rent space in your heart; you have to be okay when they tell you it’s time to go away.

			I tried to focus on the passengers around me. They were staring down at their newspapers. There were businessmen wearing suits that looked stifling in the August heat. I noticed a woman two rows up standing outside the train. She was putting her hands up against the window and leaning her forehead against the tinted glass. It was my mother. Trying to find me. One last time.

			She looked crazy enough to scare the people sitting in the seats ahead of me, with her head of gray hair and plain desperation painted across her face. She didn’t look like poetry in that moment. She looked like someone who didn’t know how to say good-bye.

			She went window after window until she came up next to mine. I sat back as far as I could in the seat and sank down low so she wouldn’t see me. If she found me, she would see the tears dribbling down my cheeks. She would know I was afraid of everything ahead of me. Of never finding significance. Of missing the point. It was like I packed each emotion up the second I felt it, not wanting to look it in the face. That sort of stuff becomes baggage if you don’t take the time to unpack it.

			She peered for a few moments and then walked back to the middle of the platform, her red satchel at her side and matching red flip-flops on her feet. I put my hand up against the window and scripted a letter to her silently in my mind.

			Mama,

			Life is looking brighter than it ever has before. Even with you looking a bit pathetic with your face smashed up against the train window, we both know that life is looking bright for me.

			This is my chance to make you prouder than you’ve ever been before. I know you’d tell me you’re proud already, that no motive in life should ever be about making someone proud, but I can’t help but want it.

			Now is my chance to show you that I can find my place in the world. Maybe find God too. (I know that you and I haven’t always agreed on Him—how He looks or how He smells—but I still thank you for at least giving me something to believe in that’s bigger than my own body, even if I don’t fully understand it. I’ll keep my eyes open for Him in Manhattan.)

			I know you’re worried about me. Not because you think I am incapable but because you secretly have always worried that life would go by without my ever learning how to stomp in the puddles or fall in love. I can promise you I’ll learn. If anyone is a teacher for that kind of stuff, it has got to be New York.

			Thank you for letting go. Even if we both could have held on longer, thank you for letting me go.

			Love,

			Your girl

			I never did say those things to her. So many of the things you think and want to say to a person never spill out in real life. They stay locked in secret rooms inside of you. They live for tiny lifetimes inside the hearts of people who don’t have the courage to say what they meant this whole time. Some people leave, and go, and die, and change, without your ever getting to tell them how you truly feel about them.

			My mother began to wander away from the platform. The train started pulling away slowly. I watched her body get smaller and smaller on the platform. I made quiet promises beneath my breath I hoped would float out from the windows of the southbound train and get stuck in her hair. “I’m going to try to make you proud. So proud.”

		

	
		
			Dotted Lines and Destinations

			There’s a common story that gets told about girls who move to New York City to follow their dreams. Their days are detailed by long work hours squeezed down to the second by fascist fashion editors, sweeping racks of the fall’s runway trends, and dozens of errands to master—all while balancing a cardboard tray of piping-hot lattes on pencil-thin heels. The protagonist is beautiful in a way that is hard to lay a finger on. She’s known to be awkward and clumsy but roars into every conversation with striking ambition. She knows what she wants. She’s the underdog in a lot of ways. And there’s a dream that’s heavy and twinkling in her eyes.

			I memorized that story line. Swallowed it whole. Spent years consuming it as if it were a dessert plate I couldn’t quite lick clean. The day The Devil Wears Prada came out and we all got our hands on some sort of Holy Grail insight into the fashion magazine world, I got even hungrier. I wanted the long to-do lists, the longer days, and a role that would bring me to the top of my field with a lot of hustle and hard work. I wanted to be the New York City girl who could hail a cab with a slight flick of the wrist, walk across the street with reckless abandonment, and parade around in clothes from every notable collection while being chic enough to know black comes in more than one shade.

			But there was something about those stories that always pricked me. They always left this deep, unsettled feeling in my stomach. Right at the end, the girl—no matter her ambition—would always fall in love. She fell in love or her love fell apart and then came back together, but the closing scenes were never just of her. I’d followed her all the way there, clutching my pillow, thinking, That’s me, that’s me. But I always felt abandoned at the end of those movies.

			In a world that has always made me feel like I need to constantly be looking for “the one”—to find my missing puzzle piece of the sky in a sea of blue cardboard cutouts—I wanted something else. It’s no one’s fault we operate like this. There are enough movies and books and advertisements out there to convince all single people that we are missing pieces. That we haven’t arrived yet. That we must hurry to meet someone, even if we are floundering to just figure out who we are in all of this. I wanted the kind of love story that made me stop and count the wrinkles in the hands of the saxophone player in Central Park. To say thank-you and really mean it. To know in my gut there was a reason to hurdle suitcases in the middle of Grand Central to just catch that train in time. To wake up believing there might be magic for me. I wanted to find something in this lifetime to make me know it’s all worth it.

			I wanted to learn to live inside of a life that said, “Girl, this whole dang thing is your love story. It’s not a tragedy. It ain’t a victim song or a blank notebook waiting for a pen to scribble inside of it. It’s a love story, ready to climb on up those silly castle walls you’ve built. So, baby, let down your hair.”

			There was a guy at the beginning, though. And the reality is pretty simple: I fell for a guy who never chose me. It’s not the prettiest story. It isn’t really the thing you bring up over Thanksgiving dinner or while dyeing Easter eggs with your relatives. But that was the story I carried at this point in my life.

			I met him in my last semester of college. Chaotic and messy, the tail end of senior year is like a war zone. It’s like the Hunger Games with résumés and career fairs and good-bye dinners. Everyone starts clawing to just stretch out the semester. People act all sorts of irrational. They start professing their love to each other because either (a) they don’t think they’ll get another chance to, or (b) they’re just so desperate to hang on to someone they think might hold them longer than the flimsy few days left on the calendar before the “real world” comes stomping through.

			The “real world.” That’s what we called it up until graduation. They were taboo words no one was really allowed to say out loud. It was like talking about Voldemort square in the middle of Hogwarts. We bought suits for job interviews. We prepared résumés and learned how to balance cheese plates and wineglasses while passing out business cards so we could look really prepared and at ease when we attended cheesy networking events. We tiptoed around the subject of “what’s next” over Natty Ice and Barefoot wine until someone got too drunk and started crying. As graduation loomed in the near distance, someone always took it upon themselves to quiet the circle.

			“Shhhh . . . We can’t talk about it anymore,” they’d say. “We need to stop talking about the ‘real world’ and just enjoy this moment.”

			We were all just trying to avoid the inevitable: What’s next?

			His name was Ryan. I met him in an English class. He asked me for a spare sheet of notebook paper. That single sheet of loose-leaf paper was like a bridge between us. It spurred the occasional walking out of class together, talking about assignments and other surface-level things. I liked the way he laughed and his whole face would get red. And half the time I hadn’t even planned to walk in the direction he was walking in but I made up all sorts of excuses just to talk to him for a little while longer. Without even trying, the ten minutes between 10:20 and 10:30 in the morning—when we would walk and talk on the way to all the places I never needed to go—­became the best part of my day.

			We were sitting in my car one night after I’d offered him a ride up to his apartment. It was pouring outside. The drive was only two minutes but the conversation kept going. The engine sat idle. I turned the car off. The connection was effortless. The rain didn’t stop. My cheeks were burning. I was afraid to even move, afraid whatever this thing was would be gone. His lips kept moving but I felt like I’d disappeared from the car. Like, can it really happen that way? Can you really just meet someone—get sucked into a conversation that feels like both a second and a decade all in one breath—and never be the same again? Can a connection to a stranger be that powerful?

			I felt my stomach flipping. And when I write stomach, I really mean heart, but I am not so sure why people say you feel something in your heart when, really, you just feel nervous enough to vomit all over the other person. My stomach was in knots the entire conversation. And it was my stomach that flipped when he said her name.

			She had a name. He already had someone. They had a history. And as he told me more and more about his girlfriend, I didn’t find myself angry or even jealous. I just kept thinking to myself, She’s a lucky girl. She’s a really lucky girl to have you.

			Listening to him talk about her stirred a tiny hope inside of me that one day someone out there would talk about me the same way. His cheeks would glow, and his eyes would get real big. I knew I wanted that.

			Hope. I kept thinking it was hope at one day finding that as I watched him get out of my car and run for the door that night. I thought it was hope that carried me to the door of my apartment, not even caring if the rain sloshed all over my face. I thought it was hope—just hope—but then this unexpected sense of sadness swept through me as I slipped into my bed that night and tried to fall asleep. It was this empty, hollow feeling. Part of me wished I had gotten there first. Like I wished history could rewrite itself while you were sleeping at night and maybe you’d wake up to a different plotline in the morning beneath your pillow, like a dollar bill replacing a front tooth.

			I never meant to be the other girl. It wasn’t exactly the heroic agenda I plotted for myself. And I learned really quickly how unendearing the whole mess of it is. To your friends. To your family. It’s easy enough to surround yourself with the kinds of people who tell you to hold out, you might win in the end. They’ll be the ones to sit beside you and dissect all the Facebook photos to see if the two are standing closer together or farther apart than the picture before. I look back and think it’s kind of crazy we live in the kind of culture that glamorizes stealing another person’s “someone.” Nothing feels glamorous when you’re inside of it. It feels really empty, especially when you’re forced to try sleeping with the truth spooning you: It’s not you, girl. It’s just not you.

			No matter how you stared at the thing, it was a blaring train wreck between two people who didn’t know how to let it go for good. I thought, with almost every brain cell in attendance at the time, he would leave her. And so I unlocked doors for him I had sworn I would never open. And I laid down insecurities like playing cards. And I pretended like I was the only one. But no, I never planned to be the other girl.

			I planned to be a world changer, if you can believe that. A difference maker. I was going to be all the things I used to believe you could tell someone about without their looking at you strangely when they asked you, “What do you plan to do after you graduate from college?”

			Turns out, “Change the world” isn’t a good enough answer for most people. So I just started getting comfortable with telling people I would do a year of service after college instead.

			They have these sorts of programs all over the world. Some people call the year of service a “gap year” but I never really liked that name because it makes you think of a person just pressing the big “pause” button on their life, when really, during a service year, many people find their life. You voluntarily forgo a salary for the year and step into an underserved community. You live with other volunteers for the year and build a life together out of things only the group of you will probably ever understand.

			People would still look at me funny when I’d tell them about the service year, as if they could see the little green alien antennae sprouting out from my head. Who would ever want to do a thing like that?

			“It’s like the Peace Corps,” I’d be forced to say. And then I’d reference an article from the New York Times about the rise in “gap years” and they’d let the hot air out from their cheeks. “Oh! The Peace Corps! You’re such a good person.” The conversation would fizzle shortly after.

			I thought I’d do international work at first. I fell in love with this one little school in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, where the kids frolicked around the grounds in blue uniforms the color of berries turned ripe in the sun. I’d be a schoolteacher for an entire year, living with the kids at the boarding school.

			The night before one of the last interviews for the school in Haiti, I was talking a mile a minute about the opportunity with one of my friends, Jen from high school. It was two days before Christmas and we were sitting in the middle of the town’s Starbucks. And, as it always goes with old friendships, we cradled lattes between our hands and built bridges back into the lives of each other with all the stories that happened between September of the school year and now.

			A man at the table across from us kept trying to get our attention and bring us into conversation. I am pretty sure he was crazy. And drunk. He was trying to show us a wedding ring he bought or something. Jen was pretty certain we were going to get abducted. The man wouldn’t stop harassing us. Out of nowhere, two people from across the coffee shop started waving at us.

			“Sam! Veronica!” the woman at the table said as she kept waving. Jen must have been Sam. I must have been Veronica. “Girls! It’s been too long! Get over here!”

			“Sam!” I squealed, playing along with the woman’s ploy to rescue us. I nudged Jen and we both picked up our drinks and moved over to the woman’s table, where the crazy man with the wedding ring couldn’t wedge himself into our conversation any longer.

			“That was a good call,” I said to the woman as we both sat down.

			“You got it,” she said back. And, as if they’d never saved us, she and the man went right back into their conversation. Jen and I continued rattling on about my service year. When the word Haiti fell off my lips, the woman’s eyes narrowed in on me.

			“You?” she asked. “You are thinking about teaching in Haiti?” Her whole demeanor changed. Her eyes darted straight through me.

			“Yeah! It’s a ten-month program in Port-au-Prince. You live and work with the kids on the school grounds—”

			“Oh, no, no, no,” she interjected. “Pretty little girl like you? You are gonna get snatched up, killed, and sold on the black market. Your parents are never going to see you or your organs again.” The guy across from her just kept staring down at his cup, twirling it in his hands as she went on to tell us that her uncle owned plantations in Haiti and she had seen the very worst. I tried to defend myself but she grew more and more persistent.

			“No,” she said again to me. “You get off that plane and no one is ever gonna see you again.”

			Regardless of the bad omen in the middle of Starbucks, I moved forward into the last interview clutching my kidneys close. I learned there would be no leaving the school grounds. Exercise would come mainly from digging holes outside or running around the perimeter of the grounds (if you had the energy in the sweat-dripping weather). Fuel would come in the form of carbs, and lots o’ them. Spaghetti for breakfast. Possibly lunch. Definitely dinner. Spaghetti here. Spaghetti there. Spaghetti ev-er-y-where. I felt like something kept punching me in the stomach repeatedly as I answered the interview questions, knowing this wasn’t it.

			I ended up pulling my application from the pile and watched the city of Port-au-Prince be ravaged on my TV screen by an earthquake just a few days later. I’ll never know if that was a sign of something, if that was the confirmation that was bigger than the bowls of spaghetti. And I went back to searching for the place that would fit me when college pushed me out.

			
			A few days after Christmas, I met up with a friend who was midway through her volunteer year, living in Chicago teaching schoolchildren in the city how to work computers. She’d never been a computer kind of gal but I could tell by the way her eyes lit up when she talked about the work that she was soaring. It was electric, really. I could see her spirit shifting as she spoke.

			“It’s hard,” she said, pushing her empty coffee cup around the table and tearing at the edges of it. We were sitting in that same Starbucks, which held too many of my memories, surrounded by work-from-homes who burrowed little territorial holes into designated spaces at the coffee shop and businessmen shuffling through the New York Times before heading to work. “You’ll struggle with the sacrifice. Community is a tough thing. But it’s worth it. I can feel myself changing.”

			“There is a service site in the Bronx?” I asked her. “In your program, right?”

			“Yeah, one of my friends works at the preschool there. Two of them were teachers and then the other one is at the UN.”

			“As in the United Nations?”

			“That’s the one. The group has a small NGO there and one person in the program gets to be the New York representative. He’s it. He goes to meetings for them. He sits in on presentations. All this cool stuff that he has to report back to the mission.”

			I would live in the Bronx, New York. I would work in Manhattan as a liaison for a human rights organization at the United Nations. When I heard those two letters, sitting side by side—UN—it was like everything else stopped moving.

			“So . . . so you mean I could apply for this position?” I asked her.

			“You could try,” she said. “It’s definitely worth the shot.”

			In a lot of ways, I wanted to go after what I loved but I was more concerned with slipping into a job that felt concrete and legitimate sounding so when all the college award ceremonies before graduation happened, people would be able to nod their head and say, “That one, she’ll be okay.” At the time, that was reason enough to chase those two letters—UN. I wanted to make people proud. I didn’t want to get lost in the crowd.

			When the e-mail came accepting me into the UN position, I told Ryan first.

			The small e-mail informed me I would move to the Bronx, New York, in August. I’d spend the week before the move in Philadelphia for a weeklong orientation. I’d meet twenty-six other volunteers. Four of those volunteers would end up being my roommates. The rest would move off to Chicago, Massachusetts, San Diego, Peru, and South Africa. Our mission would be the same, no matter what pockets of the map would keep us: serve people and figure out how to love them harder than you thought humanly possible.

			As a community of five in the Bronx, my roommates and I would learn to budget together, have meals together, and serve the community together. We’d each get a $25 weekly stipend as we all worked in our separate jobs—two of my roommates would teach English-as-a-second-language (ESL) classes. Another roommate would work at a women’s shelter for single mothers. I would be the only one going in and out of Manhattan to work for our organization at the UN. It wasn’t the typical New York City life but I was willing to do anything to get myself into the city.

			When I texted Ryan the news, he came immediately and found me in the campus dining hall. I still remember his swallowing me up into a hug in the middle of the line for stir-fry. And I remember it mostly because I could see my best friend standing straight ahead of me when he mouthed those words, “I’m so proud of you.” And I hadn’t told her yet. He’d been the only one I thought to tell. Regret ripped through me with the strength of an Alabama Roll Tide.

			Later that night, he and I were standing side by side before a window that overlooked the entire college campus. I still remember his eyes being on me as I got up from the desk where all our papers and textbooks lay open, still jarred by the excitement of the day. Weeks ago, the campus had felt big enough that maybe I would never need to leave it. I suddenly felt like Goldilocks, surprised to say, “It’s too small,” as I looked out and traced the roadways I knew by heart.

			“I can’t believe I got it,” I said to him.

			“I can believe it,” he said. “You’re already too big for this place. I see you talking to people and I always think, She’s already gone.”

			I glanced back at him. When I was younger, I thought I always wanted the kind of guy who watches you when you aren’t looking and commits part of you to memory. I thought about the quirks and the habits he might know about me without ever admitting it. How they might still jingle like pocket change when we went our separate ways.

			“I’ve wanted this for so long. The city, the job . . . all of it. I know it will be tough, challenging. But I want this more than anything.”

			“Well you have it now. And you’re going to do great.” He grinned at me. “I want to know how your story turns out.”

			I want to know how your story turns out.

			I tried to act like he hadn’t said it.

			I want to know how your story turns out.

			I could pin down that moment instantly. It was there—in the center of that moment—that I realized he would never be a part of my story. I see it better now than I did standing by the window that night just praying time would make an exception and stand still: Some people are dotted lines and other people are destinations. Some people get you somewhere and some people are just a place to be, all in themselves. But you cannot force those dotted lines into destinations. It doesn’t really work that way.

			Still, we went on like this. For probably too long. I rationalized to all my friends why I was fine to stand in the void: There’s a chance. No chance. There’s a chance. No chance. And so now I never wonder why people go on for so long thinking a gray sort-of love story could fit them just fine—we sometimes just want whatever scraps will be given to us of someone else. I wanted to be chosen. I wanted to win. Love isn’t even the kind of thing you can win, but I wanted to win so bad.

			It felt like every time we would meet up and talk for another pocket of two or three hours, we were looking for some sort of solution. Some way to keep each other in orbit. I’m not sure what we had would have ended up being love even if all the barriers were removed or if it was just human nature to want to hold tight to the people who move all the parts of you around like furniture. That isn’t always enough to make a thing last though. We would graduate. We’d move. We’d let go.

			“You’re gonna have to show me around the city,” he said to me one night the week before graduation. I remember the sound of highlighters scraping across the page as we sat side by side in the library at one a.m. I could peer out from the window of the tutoring center we were taking refuge inside of to see students passed out over their books.

			We were laughing over something. We were laughing so hard we were crying. He put his head down on the computer desk and he said it, that thing about coming to see me when he was in the city.

			I let the strands of his tired laughter fall to the ground. I stopped. I pushed my chair out.

			“You know that isn’t going to happen, right?”

			“What?” He looked at me, confused.

			“You and me. We aren’t the type to ‘meet up and have coffee.’ It could never work that way.” I snapped my textbook closed and started gathering up all the stray pieces of paper around me, all the evidence that I’d once written term papers on the topic of postcolonialism. “After tonight, you and I are never going to see each other again.” I hoped it would sting when I said it.

			I didn’t even stay to see the look on his face. I just turned and walked out of the library. I trudged up the hill to my apartment. He followed close behind me.

			“We can talk about this,” he said. “We don’t have to leave it this way.”

			But there was nothing left to talk about. I’d already asked him to let me go. This was good-bye. And so I held back, even though I wanted to scream. I wanted to crawl back to a starting point we both could agree upon. The starting point for him and me was obvious: some things should never start. Some people should never know each other’s names. They should never stop, and talk, and laugh in empty hallways that carry an echo. No matter how much their friendship looks like poetry or fits like puzzle pieces, some people are better off staying as just a glance from across the room that never leads to an introduction.

			We tumbled into an argument at the crossroads between my apartment and his. It was nearly two a.m. and we were fighting in the middle of the street, standing on the two yellow lines that weaved parallel, never touching, all around the campus. We kept arguing over good-bye and what that looked like and what that would feel like, to finally mean it.

			“It wouldn’t work,” he finally interjected. “You’re supposed to go out there and do big things, Hannah. But you were meant to do them alone. You need to go to New York alone.”

			Alone.

			The word crashed into me. I was left with nothing more to say. He was telling me something I already knew. And finally saying good-bye was releasing the fears that lived behind the word, tipping over and pouring out: I am afraid to leave. I am afraid to change. I am afraid to go alone. I am afraid you will forget me. I am afraid to find out I am the forgettable type.

			But maybe that is why some people walk into your life—to tip you over and pour you out. Maybe some people storm into your life just to tell you they’re not supposed to be there. That you can’t take them or anyone with you wherever you’re going next. Maybe not every person we encounter is a love story. Maybe some are wake-up calls.

			“Alone.” His words trailed back to me as my new roommates and I drove over I-95 into the Bronx. We’d spent the week in Philadelphia for orientation and just met one another for the first time, so the conversation the whole car ride to our new home was full of new things—favorite foods, best memories from college, commonalities, and ways we took our coffee. But the car slowly became silent as we saw all the buildings and skyscrapers come into view.

			We crossed over into the Bronx. It would have been the perfect time to cue Frank Sinatra, all of us huddled close in the car packed tight with our own forms of baggage. Our new home was coming into view. Things would change. We would change. Life would fly at us from every angle. There was not much we could actually predict. But life would start all over again, like hitting a “reset” button. I’d carry most of the things I’d brought up until this point, but the rest of it would be new. New, new, new.

		

	
		
			We Need a New “After”

			There’s a secret that stays pursed behind the lips of New York City but you have to hang around her for a little while before she’ll spill the beans to you. She’ll let you go on thinking she’s unlike any other place because of her lights and her buildings, the concrete jungle she has become in the last few decades.

			But if you spend enough time in New York City’s grip, she’ll entrust her secret to you. She’ll get closer to your ear and cup her hands around her mouth to say, “Psst . . . It’s the people. That’s what makes me who I am. It’s the way everyone in this place carries stories: stories of love and loss and grief and discovery. Stories sit in the way they fold their arms on the subways and stories tuck and roll down my avenues when the commuters come charging up out of the station on a Monday morning.”

			It’s most certainly the people who make her, and that’s probably because New York City is no accidental place. People get here on purpose. They make an entrance. They leave with a strange sense of loss in their bones. I’ve yet to meet a New Yorker without a story. It isn’t really the place you close your eyes and pick out on a map saying, “Let’s find a place with cheap rent and neighbors who want to bring us housewarming casseroles. Oh, this place looks nice.”

			And New York City is details too. All little details. Yes, if you really pay attention, New York City will shower you at nearly every corner with those kinds of compact moments that shock you, and change you, and convince you to believe in elements of surprise again. It’s full of people who have no idea they’re really just art to other passersby. There are probably thousands of them who head home feeling worthless, like failures, never fully knowing the impact they made on a complete stranger just by walking out to face the world that day. Never fully knowing they were the beautiful spot in someone else’s ordinary day.

			I like to imagine the details of New York—wide open for you to witness—are just her way of saying, “This life thing you’ve got is a gift. I’m not concrete. I’m really just a holding spot for all the lives you might just touch.”

			My roommates and I didn’t have the typical hurdles of New Yorkers, so that was a blessing. There was no scramble to figure out which borough to live in or the trial and error of terrifying Craigslist roommates with strange fetishes. There wasn’t that internal thought process I’ve witnessed my friends endure. The one that goes sort of like: Okay . . . I live in a shoe box. Indeed, it is a shoe box with no windows. And I will just have to decorate this shoe box with adorable succulents I purchase from Whole Foods.

			Our apartment was waiting for us when we arrived. And our rent was covered. That was a good and golden part of our service year, in particular—living expenses were paid for and we were just asked to spend no more money than $25 a week. Which comes across as much easier when you set the whole thing up like some Survivor challenge. You can get really crafty with only $25.

			I did much better with spending no money than I anticipated in these first few weeks, but I can only really give credit to the book I was reading at the time. At the orientation, the directors of the program handed out copies of the book The Irresistible Revolution. The book was recommended reading for our volunteer year. I’d picked up a copy of the book early and devoured it over the summer break. While someone else might have been fine to just read the book and then put it down, I got all mangled by the book and basically made a plan to give away all my clothes and stop wearing shoes and move to Uganda to cuddle orphans. I was legitimately sure I needed to burn all my belongings when I stepped inside of the Bronx.
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