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As a toddler I once climbed into an elevator of the apartment building where
we lived in Honduras. I imagine my mother’s distress at my disappearance,
and then the relief of >nding me after a long period of search. She said I
wasn’t a fussy baby — never crying or refusing to nap unlike the other
toddlers my age. At barely one year, she took me to a doctor about this lack
of calling out.

“What do you want? A crying child all the time?” He proceeded to slap my
wrist for reaction, but, as my mother tells it, all I managed to produce was a
slow hiss and a scrunch of nose. No cry.

This lack of crying held up at age nine when I nearly drowned, tumbling into
a lake in Guatemala. The water was surprisingly quiet and dark, and I didn’t
call out. I wagged my arms and legs but didn’t wail, “Help!” like I should
have. Instead, I beat the water with my hands — attempting to save my own
life. The silver rim of the lake pulled on my suede sandals, weighing me down
before the owner of the speedboat I stumbled from dove into the murky
water and pulled me back out. On ground, my legs trembled weakly but I
remained startled, wordless.

At twenty, these unused tears excavated a deep well that burst forth after my
brother’s suicide. My voice belted out the plethora of cries I had saved up all
those years before — suctioning at the air like sand before coughing it back
out. This time there was no speedboat owner to act as savior. No life vest
tossed into the bitter sea I’d been thrown in.

Still, I didn’t call out for help.

Even when I slipped into the sweet reliance of sleeping pills — or when the
weight of loss permeated my bones. In the shower, clumps of dark hair
Noundered in the stall, as I stood motionless — water and snot kissing my
thighs, as I’d grip my knees against the wall until my legs caved.

Over a year before, I had left my then boyfriend of nearly three years back in
Atlanta, moving thousands of miles away with one suitcase in hand. The
catch was I didn’t tell him I was breaking up with him until already in El
Salvador. A phone conversation that ended in heated accusations and tearful
apologies. Now in the stall, I scraped my frayed nails over wet arms over and
over again — grating my skin raw with penance. I knew the loss of my
brother was tax for this abandon.

Back in my room I pulled up jeans that later fell to my ankles and Noated
around my feet — clothes taunting my lost Nesh as I rummaged hands over
pointed hips. Just a few weeks back, my pants zipped tightly over generous
thighs. As a pudgy child, my mother used to cup my protruding belly and
squeeze — a sign of approval that now dissipated into memory.

Alone at night, I heard Xanax whisper to me through mahogany drawers, its
lurid voice sensuous in the dark as I lay Nat faced, unable to speak. I heard it
murmur promises of escape — of silence. Through my adolescence, Paxil had
been the one to keep me company during my parents’ divorce, my three
overdoses, and subsequent social phobia. Now it remained tucked away in its
container, both foreign and distant to my tongue, unable to procure relief.

Virginia Woolf once wrote, “It is strange how the dead leap out on us at street
corners, or in dreams.” I avidly pursued the dead at night. Oversleeping until
the reruns of memories woke me with their violence — clawing at the room
until my arms gave out. In one recurrent dream my brother’s death was a
harsh misunderstanding, each night he appeared to me in movie theaters,
cathedrals, and funeral homes — alive. I walked over rubble and waste, near
high towers, >nding him hiding, laughing, playing a game we both couldn’t
win. These images were ampli>ed by sudden bouts of sweat that came
without warning — the pit of my stomach burning like a >st.

A month after Nying back from his funeral, I saw my brother’s head of curls
on a homeless man downtown. He had squinty eyes and wore crutches near
the supermarket with a small bucket where people left money — wearing this
large smile across his face. He often limped on the sidewalk in stained t-
shirts, back hunched over, asking for centavos. People passed him quickly
without glancing, or smirked at his plentiful tattoos. The unwanteds were
familiar to me, with their grim joy and scent of rejection. On the curb I asked
him questions about his life, where was his family? Homeless man let me know
that he was in fact ex gangster — ex crack addict. He had no one left.

Se aprende a vivir con ello.

You learn to live with it.

In the span of months I learned to forget with deft accuracy. To gather the
shards of memory into con>nes where their pieces didn’t ache, where the
brittle parts didn’t tear away at skin and bone — symmetric to my brother’s
remains.

. . .

A year after his death we took a trip to the ocean.

We neared the jagged edge of sand and water. The sun glinting hints of gold
that would bend beneath waves and resurface — over and over again —
furious and hungry. I peeled oX shirt and pants and sandals, dove waist deep
into the ocean’s mouth. Letting the hard pit of my belly sink into its ravenous
waves. Swallow me.

In salty water I cried out.

My words drifted across the hum of wind and waves. Until my voice spread
out like a siren’s message — a trance. Raising my >sts to the tide and
slamming them back down again. I did this repeatedly — with all the force I
could muster — until the red of my >st matched the hue of the sky.

. . .
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Melissa May Have Punched Me in the Face,
But I Took Her Shoe

Heather’s hair is beautiful: bleached blond, pin straight, with one purple
streak near the left side of her face. She wears big hoop earrings and low rise
jeans to school. Her dad left and her mom lets her do what she wants. She’s a
year older than me and she’s angry all the time.

Jenna’s older, too. Her dad smokes Marlboros in the living room and her
mom isn’t around much. …

Read more · 10 min read

14

Kristy Arbuckle Lommen · Dec 9, 2014

The Myth of Inner Beauty
…and why it might Znally be time to give it up

Imagine you have a friend — a good, good friend who means the world to
you. He’s devoted to his family and holds down an important job. He works
for the betterment of his community, but he always has time for you and has
always been there when you needed him. Maybe he’s even your best friend.

Imagine he comes to you one day, discouraged and depressed, and he says
something like this to you:

“Some days I wish I had just been born white. My life would have been so
much easier. People would give me a chance before they decided against me.
They would judge me by my character instead of my appearance. I know I
should be proud of who I am, and, usually, I am proud. But I just get so damn
tired of the people judging me by the color of my skin over and over again. …

Read more · 6 min read
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This Too Shall Pass (Or Will It?)
How do you teach yourself to let go of holding on?

“This too shall pass.” That weary, hackneyed adage was what my wise-
beyond-her-years but troubled best friend used to bolster me through the
high school break-up. Considering that she was courting my ex-boyfriend
behind my back at the time, I >nd it less appropriate in retrospect. But those
are still the words I turn to when I have no ready-made answer to “what
next?” or when the agony of unknowning becomes too much. This too shall
pass.

All kinds of things pass: time. The seasons. The rain. Bowel obstructions.
Some more painfully than others (see latter example). But teaching myself
how to recognize that — how to honor the fact that sometimes things just…
GO, has been harder than the passing. That >rst, devastating break-up was
one in a multitude of lessons that all things in life — speci>cally, the things
that are actually people—are outside of my control. …

Read more · 5 min read
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Lessons on Relentlessness

Around this time 22 years ago, I walked oX the Columbia University campus
after my admissions interview knowing that’s where I wanted to go to school
for undergrad. I went out for pizza with my then boyfriend to a Famiglia
pizzeria somewhere on the Upper West Side. We were talking about this life I
saw ahead of me. I was just 16, in my senior year in boarding school and
thought I was going to be a lawyer. I was so excited, I felt like I was Nying. …

Read more · 15 min read
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Breaking Up With Friends

I had a friend.

I met her when we lived in Aspen. She was the reason I moved to Seattle from
Aspen (she was from Seattle) which set me on a new and wonderful path in
the Northwest.

But she had a crazy boyfriend who made her nuts. We lived thousands of
miles apart and yet, I spent countless hours on the phone with her over the
years riding the lows and highs; and the break-ups and reunions with this
guy.

One day she called me to tell me they were getting married. He was sitting
there next to her. Any good girlfriend would have been ecstatic — a happy
ending! …

Read more · 4 min read
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