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Introduction

This book took me one year to write.

Technically, eleven months, for the first draft. I was one month into the “Year of Dating Myself” experiment when I decided I wanted to document my journey in real time. Writing has been my saving grace. Even at my lowest points, I knew that if I could find the words, I was going to be okay. Writing is not only how I process, but how I find insight. Words have been the crowbar, prying open unexamined areas, exposing hidden feelings to fresh air. I knew writing about my experience would provide a layer of healing that nothing else ever could—but I didn’t realize just how much. I was connecting dots that had previously been in isolation. My words set the stage for the more subtle wounds to step onto. My words were a comforting embrace when the bigger wounds were overwhelming.

But perhaps the biggest healer was going back, reading through the first draft (which, unedited, was more than 125,000 words), and watching how my writing evolved. I watched a woman who was still trying to make heads or tails of what she’d just gone through become a woman who stood in her own story. Editing that first draft (particularly, editing down the word count) felt like a conversation with my past self, letting her know that everything was going to be all right. (For reference, the final word count of this book is half of that original number.)

That being said, if it feels like the wording changes as the year progresses, it’s because I changed as the year progressed. I was dating myself, but, in a sense, I was also dating countless different versions of myself throughout the year.

As a note, all names in this book are changed, as are identifying details. I knew the only way I could talk about everything with unfettered honesty was to disconnect from the people I was writing about. Writing with their names was not unlike invoking their very being to read over my shoulder, anxiously curious what I was going to say about them. Everything has been written as accurately as possible. However, some details were condensed or omitted to let the story breathe. (The first draft did no such thing. Hence the 125,000 words.)

You’ll notice that most of my exes mentioned do not have a name; that was done purposely. For the well-meaning men who’ve been in my life, may it shield them from scrutiny. For the men who hurt me the most: I know oblivion would be an even worse fate than scrutiny. May any name for them—even aliases—be lost to the sands of time. 




September (the previous year)




Prologue: I’m Done/ How Did I Get Here?

My then-boyfriend sat on the other end of the video call, stone-faced.

I felt hollowed out. His volatility had been bad that day. I’d been trying, once again, to explain to him why his behavior wasn’t okay. The conversation was headed in the same direction as all of our previous talks. The only difference was that he’d suddenly changed his approach. He started insisting that yelling, “I see how it is! I’m the bad guy! It’s all my fault!” was just him acknowledging blame and apologizing.

“No,” I’d said, moments before crying. “You know that’s not what you were doing.”

“Really, that’s what I was doing. I was simply apologizing because I realized I was to blame,” he replied.

That was the moment I hung my head back and started to cry. My brain felt fuzzy, like I couldn’t decipher what was up and what was down. My heart was exhausted and in agony. My knuckles had gone white from how hard I’d been clutching to the Prince Charming that I once knew. I had nothing left in me but sorrow—and there was nothing left to do but cry.

“Well, what do you want me to do?!” my then-boyfriend shouted through the phone, interrupting my tears.

A wild thing happens when the only thing you have left is sorrow—and the other person makes it unsafe to feel that sorrow:

You officially have nothing left.

And that means nothing left to lose.

My tears stopped. My emotions retreated. Something overcame me, and I looked at my then-boyfriend with a robotic coldness that made him uneasy.

“I don’t have to do this in front of you,” I stated.

“No, I was just asking if there was something I could do,” he stammered, “to make you feel supported.”

“No, no. That’s not what happened, at all . . . ,” I replied slowly, my voice detached. I felt like a passenger in my own body. “Yeah. I don’t have to do this in front of you.”

And I hung up.

The next day, I got a text from him, asking if we could talk to discuss “where we go from here.” But I was already taking down our photos—because, as I eventually told him that day, where we went from there was nowhere. Because we were done.

I was done.

[image: image]

I sunk chin-deep into the water—a mountainous bubble bath surrounded by candles; the only way I knew how to keep the crushing darkness from consuming me. I’d just seen my ex-boyfriend in person for the first time since I had ended things the week before— and hopefully for the last time ever. He’d dropped off my belongings and I’d sobbed in his arms, and for a moment I’d forgotten what he’d put me through.

That night, the weight of it all was unbearable. It really was over. My fairytale really had been a nightmare, and there’d be no heroic turnaround in the third act. My Prince Charming was gone— and it didn’t matter that he technically never existed. I was left in pieces, while he gallivanted off like nothing happened.

How did I get here?

Not with the relationship. Not with the bubble bath. But with me.

How did I get here?

It was my fifth romantic nightmare in a row. Each one had been worse than the previous. After each fallout, I’d promised to stay single, only to immediately jump into another disastrous relationship.

How did I let myself fall this far? How did I become this kind of person? How could I swear I’d learned my lesson and then immediately prove I’d learned nothing?

I had no answers.

Perhaps it was for the best. Any answers from that night would’ve been forgotten. Soon after that night in my bathtub, I’d learn that breaking up with my ex was just the start of things. I wasn’t prepared for what came next. I wasn’t prepared for the disorienting world of being an internet personality’s ex, with thousands of people watching. I wasn’t prepared for his efforts to keep me from talking about my experience. I wasn’t prepared for women contacting me, finally revealing what had been going on behind my back. I wasn’t prepared to learn that he’d lied about everything—absolutely every thing. I wasn’t prepared to call the relationship what I’d known to be true for months: abusive.

My only saving grace during that time were my friendships. One of those friends—Georgia—gave me a priceless invitation that December:

Did I want to join her for a New Year’s trip to Arches National Park?

I answered by doing something that would’ve terrified past versions of myself: I bought a round-trip ticket to Las Vegas for a vacation that I had only weeks to prepare for.

[image: image]

Something clicked during that trip with Georgia.

As I hiked the snowy trails, I realized something: it’d been only three months since I left my last relationship, and yet it was the longest that I’d been single since I was nineteen years old.

I’d been relationship hopping for nearly half my life.

I’d been frantically dating since my marriage ended, with no room to breathe, let alone process. I I swore off dating only as a superficial reaction against pain. All it took was a hint that my Prince Charming had arrived, and I’d abandon my convictions.

I’d wanted my happily ever after—and, when each attempt instead added another sad chapter, I only grew more desperate.

At the risk of victim blaming, my personality rang the dinner bell for men with dubious motives. I’d then serve myself up—and be dismayed that they actually went ahead with carving into me. There had been a glaring blind spot, and I was finally noticing it. I’d sworn off dating for many reasons, but none of them were truly about me, let alone for me.

I stumbled into that realization the way one inevitably stumbles into insight in nature. But what exactly was I supposed to do with that insight? Swear off dating, for real? What would make it any different than my previous attempts?

That New Year’s Eve, on the drive home from a cold but fruitful day at Arches, sitting passenger side and scrolling through my phone, I had a moment of kismet. A promotional email from my favorite band sat in my inbox. They were touring again and playing locally in the spring. I went to look for tickets, only to find that the show was nearly sold out. A scattering of single seats was all that remained.

I almost exited the ticket website when a question popped into my mind: when was the last time I’d been to a concert by myself?

The answer was never. I’d never been to a concert by myself.

When I thought about it, I hadn’t done much by myself, period.

I purchased one of the solo seats. I was going to go to the concert— by myself. I was going to do something alone, for once.

I was going to take myself out.

At that moment, something clicked.

Still in the passenger seat of Georgia’s rented SUV, I went from the confirmation page for my ticket to my notes app. I started listing things I wanted to do in the new year: places I wanted to visit, activities I wanted to try, and long-distance friends I needed to see. I wrote down abstract and concrete goals.

As the last day of the year wound down, a plan was in place. I needed to be away from the dating world, yes, but that was just a surface-level action. What I truly needed was to be reintroduced to the very person I kept ignoring for the sake of my promised fairytale.

What I needed was to reignite a love that never truly got a chance to blossom in the first place.

What I needed was to get better acquainted with the person I lost, time and time again, for the sake of whoever I was dating.

What I needed was to take all that energy that I’d spent overly investing in romance and reinvest it.

What I needed to do was date myself.




Part I: January




Chapter 1: In Another Life

If the multiverse theory is true, then there’s a version of me who never even started the Year of Dating Myself. She instead repeated her patterns before her plans could metaphorically get off the ground—while she waited for her plane to literally get off the ground.

I boarded my flight back from my New Year’s trip with Georgia when a man with a handsome face and a gentle demeanor sat down next to me. He gave me a quick smile, slid his bag under the seat, and began fiddling with the console in front of him.

“Are there any outlets?” he asked me.

“I’m not sure,” I said, looking around with him. “There are USB ports up here, at least,” I said as I tapped on the console screen directly in front of me.

“Ah, yeah, but this wouldn’t fit,” he replied as he held up a cord with a different connector. “That’s why I’m just looking for an outlet. It’s easier.”

I looked down and saw a dim red light at the base between seats.

“Ah, eureka,” I deadpanned, pointing to the outlets.

“Thank you! I appreciate it,” he plugged in his charger then added, “I wish I could use those USB ports up here. It would be a lot easier.”

“Seriously!” I replied, and we had a quick back and forth about technology.

As we talked, I felt something surge through me—and it was enough for me to let the conversation gently die. In an alternative universe, there’s a version of me who took that surge as her green light—her go-ahead to strike up more conversation, to add in a flirty smile, to delude herself into thinking it’s empowering to “see where things go.”

(But, if the multiverse theory is true, there are also universes where that man is in a relationship—or where the plane crashes, or the sun explodes, or World War III breaks out at that very moment. Perhaps it’s for the best that I don’t dwell too much on alternative universe versions of me.)

The version of me from this universe, however, understood that the feeling wasn’t a green light, but a warning siren.

What was that feeling?

I’d gotten giddy.

I’d felt a welling of hope. I had the start of butterflies in my stomach.

I knew exactly what came next. That was when I’d used those butterflies to throw myself into the deep end of potential—and ignore anything to the potential’s contrary. That was where I’d fill in blanks before learning the answers. It was the proverbial tide pulling back before the tsunami hits—and, for once, I wasn’t just standing on the beach, awestruck that the water receded.

The first time I told that story, people assumed that I was imagining the worst of that man—that I had stopped talking to him because I thought he was scum. But despite what I’d recently gone through, I hadn’t assumed anything negative.

But I also didn’t assume anything positive, either.

I simply didn’t know him.

And that was the point.

I’d previously let those butterflies dictate everything. I had treated dating like a game of fill-in-the-blanks, where most of the story was already written out and I was just looking for the missing nouns and prepositions. I’d learned the hard way that “and they lived [adverb] ever after,” can create wildly different sentences.

I didn’t interact with him for the rest of the flight. Not even a goodbye when it was time to deboard. By the time I stood up to grab my carry-on from the overhead compartment, he was already walking down the aisle. I could say I lost sight of him by the time I exited the plane, but that would give the impression that I was looking for him in the first place. Who he was as a person wasn’t my focus, anyway. He was long gone, but what he represented stuck by my side, heavier than the overstuffed duffle bag slung over my shoulder. A small interaction had proven to be a large mirror— and I was weary of what it reflected.
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x2I spent the next few days expanding the list for the Year of Dating Myself.

I contacted my friends from around the country; friends that I either hadn’t seen since they moved away or newfound online friends that I’d technically never met, at least not in person. I mapped out—figuratively and literally—where I wanted to go, and when.

Maintain your 4.0 for spring, summer, and fall semesters, I wrote. I was halfway through my master’s in clinical psychology. It’d been pure luck that my personal life hadn’t affected my grades— but it was undeniable that it had affected my education.

Dating myself had to include reprioritizing school.

I thought about all the activities I wanted to try and others I missed doing.

Where is there a giant Ferris wheel? I asked in my notes. What does it take to do a helicopter ride?

Improve my Spanish, I wrote down. Befriend a murder of crows.

Something big for Valentine’s Day, I wrote with a heaviness in my chest.

I paused, smirked, and deleted the line.

Do something big for Valentine’s Day, because fuck that douchebag, I wrote instead.

Sometimes levity is what keeps you from drowning.

I wrote get your childhood toys back, with a gravity that eclipsed everything else. I didn’t dare try to lighten that one with humor.

I looked at my list and smiled. Had I continued my previous dating pattern, I’d already be in a new relationship. My pattern had previously been so blatant that my friend Lindsey had recently checked in on me, cautiously making sure I wasn’t “giving love another chance,” yet again.

Instead, I had a page and a half of ideas, goals, and possibilities to explore.

I was breaking the pattern.

All it took was a rapid-fire series of bad relationships, with the last one nearly breaking my sanity. No biggie.

But, in a way, that’s what it had to take.

We can’t cross certain thresholds until we’ve met the necessary threshold. Sometimes we have to get our maximum fill of mistakes before we can start to learn from them. It had to get to that point for me. It was not the first time that I had to hit rock bottom before I’d take the climb back out seriously. But what mattered was that I was on the climb. I had plans for the year—and, while my list was meticulous enough to suggest some predictability, I truly had no idea what was in store for me.




Chapter 2: The Solo Tour

I truly believe that we cross paths with people for reasons bigger than we can understand.

My last relationship had happened under a unique set of circumstances. Before my ex became just that, he was someone from the internet—someone whose content I’d been consuming when he slid into my direct messages, telling me how incredible I was. By that point, I thought I knew him, through that image of a shy, affable man that he’d immaculately crafted online. Parasocial bonds are stealthy like that. He lived several hundred miles from me, but it didn’t seem to matter. What’s a little distance when you’ve found the man of your dreams?

Leaving the relationship had created a different set of unique circumstances—one that I wouldn’t wish on anyone. His fans—the ones who’d also bought into his affable image—were ready to skewer me for anything that might contradict the man that they “knew.” But this unique world also gave rise to people who actually knew my ex-boyfriend in real life reaching out to me. Other ex-girlfriends, former friends, and those who’d worked with him in the local arts scene: people who wanted to share their experiences with me to simultaneously find their validation, as well as my own. The interactions typically lasted for as long as it took to compare notes. A few, however, evolved from commiseration to companionship.

Stella was one of those friendships. She was once friends with my ex and had reached out to me. From there, a friendship formed— the kind of friendship that blossoms because you’re both on parallel paths in life. I told her about my plans for my Year of Dating Myself. She told me that she was planning to do something similar: it was going to be the year when she went out and did things on her own, without worrying about having a boyfriend to do it with.

She named her plan the “Solo Tour.”

“That’s an amazing title,” I told her. She extended it for me to use as well.

Perhaps on my own, I would’ve planned out a decent year. But having Stella as my cocaptain brought everything to another level.

We began bouncing ideas off each other. We became each other’s cheerleaders.

We even had commemorative denim jackets.

Stella had a knack for painting designs on clothing. She’d already made herself a Solo Tour jacket. She planned to list out her adventures on the sleeves like a rock band listing their tour stops.

She offered to make one for me, and I graciously accepted.

Before she mailed me the jacket, Stella sent me a time lapse video of her painting the design. In the video, a majestic profile of a woman’s face took shape, a woman with beautiful, sparkling gray hair. Her eyes were closed, as if taking something in.

It was perfect.

I was blown away when the jacket showed up at my doorstep. The video didn’t do the painting justice. I put the jacket on and it felt like an ethereal hug. I started using both terms when talking about the year. I told people, “This is the ‘Year of Dating Myself,’ my ‘Solo Tour.’” Both titles were important to me.

In an ironic twist, the Solo Tour title also served as a reminder that I wasn’t doing it alone.

A common saying is if you lose the relationship, but find yourself, it’s a win. I’d lost the relationship and found not only myself, but at least one incredible friend as well.

While it didn’t feel like it back then, in retrospect, I’d made off like a bandit, in the end.




Chapter 3: Kismet and Impulse

H ow my Valentine’s Day plans came together felt like divine timing—or the ingenuity of advertising.

Do something big for Valentine’s Day, because fuck that douchebag—my comedic alternative to an otherwise heavy line.

My previous Valentine’s Day had been, on the surface, fine: my new boyfriend, my long-distance charmer, had ordered takeout to my house and we’d spent the night together over video chat.

It was in what I learned, later on, that tainted the night.

Some of the women who reached out after I left him were the women he was also two-timing during our relationship—including a local woman from his art community. He had told that woman that she didn’t need to worry about me, because I was just a friend. He’d promised her that our Valentine’s Day date—in fact, our entire relationship—wasn’t real. He was only doing it to further his online career. Unbeknownst to me, my Prince Charming was busy in his castle, working behind my back.

I knew I needed some kind of corrective measure for my solo Valentine’s Day. I needed new memories to steamroll over the previous year. The funny thing about opportunity is that sometimes it doesn’t knock so much as it enters the room just as you’re glancing over.

One night in January, I’d pulled up a calming video on my phone—my nightly ritual to stave off insomnia—when an advertisement filled my screen.

I typically ignored the ads. This one, however, caught my eye.

Hamilton, the musical, was coming to Boston.

I sat up, grabbed my phone, and clicked the link.

Not only was Hamilton coming to Boston, but they had a show on Valentine’s Day. I immediately looked for tickets. The Valentine’s Day show was nearly sold out—a few solo seats and nothing else. A disappointment for anyone looking for a date night with their partner.

But, for those looking for a date night with themselves?

I found one seat, orchestra center, with a drastically marked down price.

I had a plan for Valentine’s Day.

I purchased my seat and felt giddiness wash over me.

I was going to take myself into the city for brunch, and then walk about the town. I’d do a romantic dinner for one before I’d finally get to see Hamilton.

I was so jazzed that it took another hour before I could even attempt to fall asleep. But it was worth it. I had stumbled into a perfect set of plans. It was the kind of Valentine’s date I deserved. I hadn’t had a truly thoughtful Valentine’s Day since my marriage— and, even then, our last Valentine’s Day rang like two people desperate to make a broken bell chime smoothly again.

I thought about the Valentine’s Day I had spent with a man who had already dumped me once to reunite with his ex-wife (and was only a few months away from doing it again). I had my thoughtful gifts and greeted him at the door in red lingerie.

He gave me a card.

“I hope you know how cared about you are,” he’d written at the bottom—a watered down mimic of how I’d say to him, “I hope you know how loved you are.”

I took the card with grateful glee—because I still prided myself on being “low maintenance” back then. But I now know that it had never been the case with me.

I was just someone who believed that it was the only way she could be loved.

She emptied herself while expecting nothing in return—and it attracted men who were happy to get everything for nothing. Those days were over. I knew I deserved consideration. I deserved to have a Valentine’s Day that made me feel special. I deserved to have a night on the town, to be in the presence of someone who was truly invested in me.

And that was exactly what I was going to get.

At least, that was the plan. I went to sleep that night, not realizing I’d soon learn just how terribly plans can go awry.




Chapter 4: My Childhood Toys

Much like my Year of Dating Myself, the decision to retrieve my childhood toys was a slow rumble until something clicked into place. The rumble started in my therapy sessions—sessions where we’d conceptualize my childhood wounds as a little girl version of me. The rumble intensified at a gift shop just outside Arches National Park, seeing miniature versions of the plastic horses I had as a child.

My toys were a tender subject for me. My childhood toys sat in boxes in my childhood home’s basement—a house I hadn’t been to in nearly a decade—not since my father had passed away. In my early twenties—and soon after his Parkinson’s diagnosis—my father had become obsessed with clearing out my childhood bedroom. He wanted to turn the room into his miniapartment, away from his wife—my mother.

I obliged. I drove down and packed up a room that had been frozen in time since my adolescence, taking all my young adult books and CDs. My father quickly moved in, placing a minifridge where my bookshelves had been and a TV where my boombox once sat. A few years later, with his health rapidly fading, my father went into the storage spaces built into the eaves and pulled out all my early childhood toys that were stored in there. He demanded that I come down and pick up those items as well. By that point, I’d given up any hope of a healthy relationship with him. I was sick of how he treated my mother—openly ridiculing her, yet still expecting her to be his nurse and maid. A woman who’d been navigating her Alzheimer’s diagnosis for years but had to take care of my father instead.

I was sick of his antics—and clearing out forgotten storage space felt like one more antic. Much to his fury, I didn’t oblige. I kept my distance. I I saw my father only one more time: when he was comatose and hours away from death. Alone in his hospital room, I said, “I forgive you,” to his unconscious body and didn’t mean it. I stayed for the memorial and then never returned home again.

During that same time, I was unceremoniously dropped by my very first therapist. I didn’t return to therapy for years—not until I swore off dating for the second time and realized I needed help.

With my new therapist, we used Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) to process my parents’ abuse. We made progress with memories of my father, but we stalled out with memories of my mother. It was apparently easy enough to process my father firing a gun just above my head or smacking me with the full force of his body weight—but my mother? That was going to be tougher. No matter what we did, my stomach still churned, remembering the way her face went beet red when she’d get inches from mine.

“It’s interesting,” my therapist observed, after a while. “We’ve hit way more roadblocks with your mother than we ever did for your father, but you also seem to have more of a protective attitude about your mother.”

“I guess I feel bad for her,” I said.

“I wonder if it’s more than that,” said my therapist. “The way you talk about her, it has me guessing that, in the beginning, you had a secure and healthy attachment with her. But then something changed.”

I thought about my mother, a woman who was thirty-five when I was born. I thought about my mom’s diagnosis of early onset Alzheimer’s in her late fifties, when brain scans showed decaying gray matter. I thought about when symptoms of Alzheimer’s can first appear. I thought about how my mother was forty-five when I entered the fifth grade. I thought about the sudden emotional regression I had in the fifth grade, the kind that merited weekly sessions with a school counselor.

What if her outbursts, her peculiar behavior—what if it could be attributed to a brain disease that wouldn’t be detected for another decade?

At that moment, something clicked into place.

“That little girl version of you is feeling safe enough to return home,” my therapist said, when I told her about my plans. “She wants her stuff back.”

I made two important calls that week. The first call was to my younger brother, asking if it would be all right to come visit, to see him and my mother, and to finally take home my childhood toys. The second call was to my doctor’s office, scheduling an appointment to discuss genetic testing for early onset Alzheimer’s.

[image: image]

I drove to my hometown on a dreary January afternoon. My phone’s Bluetooth periodically lost its connection with my car. Each time it reconnected, my phone alerted me as to how long it would take to drive to my house.

Even my phone was tempting me to turn back.

I didn’t know what I was expecting when I arrived in my hometown. I knew a lot had changed—my sleepy suburban town had been outfitted into a commuter hub, a consequence of Boston’s skyrocketing cost of living—but I was only unsettled by the fact that nothing was unsettling. The familiar sights were familiar. The unfamiliar was just that: unfamiliar. I detoured to the beach, standing in the bitter ocean breeze until my skin couldn’t stand it anymore.

Something caught in my throat once I entered my old neighborhood. Everything looked like miniature replicas of themselves. The houses—all Cape-style homes, one-and-a-half-story structures with a design so simple it looked like a child had drawn them— felt tinier than I remembered.

I pulled up to my childhood home, feeling a weird, disconnected sense of homecoming. I rang the doorbell and heard the muffled barks of my brother’s dog. I heard my mother’s voice soon after. My brother opened the door. My brother was my mother’s caretaker, and had ownership of the house; a deserved trade-in for looking after her. I stepped into the living room and greeted the timid dog, whose cast-down eyes gave hint to what he’d gone through before being rescued. My mother sat in an overstuffed loveseat across the room, smiling vacantly.

“And who might you be?” she asked.

“I’m . . . Abby.”

“Oh!” My mom’s face lit up. “I have an Abby! She was named after Abigail Smith Adams!”

I smirked. My entire life, I’d been told that I wasn’t named after Abigail Adams. Apparently that was one of the more innocent lies of my childhood.

“Mom, this is your Abby,” my brother chimed in.

“Oh! My Abby!” My mom’s face lit up again. “My Abby. This is my Abby . . .”

She repeated her words, over and over again, like a child remembering arithmetic. It would’ve sounded no different, had she been saying, “Five times five is twenty-five.”

I followed my brother to the basement. There, waiting for me, were my childhood belongings. A lone plastic horse lay situated on top of a cardboard filing box. My heart both rose and sank. There was one of my beloved plastic horses, like the ones that the Arches gift shop had miniatures of. But what if that had been the only one that survived?

“I can help bring these to the car,” my brother offered.

Slowly and methodically, we carried the boxes out of the basement and into my hatchback. I opened each box, peeking inside before carrying them out. Dolls, teddy bears, children’s books . . . I eventually opened one box and sighed with relief.

There, in a tangled mess, were the rest of my horses.

Miraculously, we were able to fit everything into my car. I then followed my brother around as he gave me a tour of the house. He wanted to show off all the home improvement projects he’d done, and the changes he made. I did my best to listen along, but I couldn’t stop myself from opening closet doors, or saying things like, “I don’t remember the kitchen being this small!” I wasn’t trying to be condescending. I felt like I’d been placed in an optical illusion. I was realizing for the first time just how cramped everything was.

I joined my younger brother as he walked his dog. I studied the neighborhood as if I were going to draw a map of it later. My brother told me about who’d moved out, who’d passed away, who were still living with their parents. It made me think of all the children our age who’d lived in that neighborhood—and how they’d all been friends with each other, but not with us. When I was nine years old, I learned that houses were not soundproof by hearing my parents’ screaming from three houses down. I was considerably older when I finally put two and two together:

We had no neighborhood friends growing up because we were “that house.”

I stayed for dinner. As my brother cooked in the kitchen, I attempted to have some conversation with my mom. I anchored myself by focusing on my brother’s dog, who came to trust me enough for belly rubs. I talked superficially. I spoke about graduate school like I didn’t care if I dropped out tomorrow. I’d learned the hard way to create emotional distance when talking to my mom. At some point, I gestured to a photo of her on top of a mountain.

“I actually know what mountain you’re on, based on what’s in the background,” I said. “I climbed that mountain.”

My parents had once summited all of New Hampshire’s tallest mountains, back at the start of their relationship. Those who were Four Thousand Footer Club members were people who had completed such a task. I’d accomplish the same feat, a few years after my father died.

I paused and added: “I’m a 4,000-Footer member now too.” “Oh, yes. Hiking is really good,” she said.

I felt my stomach drop. I abandoned the topic entirely.

My brother came out, serving dinner on the coffee table by my mom’s loveseat. I helped clear the table afterwards, silently noting how the table that was once for family dinners had come to serve as a countertop for medication. As I said my goodbyes, I gave my mom a gentle hug, as if too tight of a squeeze would break her. I got into my car and sat in shock at how calm I was.

“I’m glad I did this,” I said in a voice message to Stella. “I think I’ve made peace with who my mom is, and what my childhood was like.”

I truly believed what I was saying. I believed it as I drove out of my hometown and back onto the highway. I believed it as I drove through Boston and north of the city.

I believed it, right up until I felt inspired to start playing music from Peter, Paul and Mary.

Peter, Paul and Mary were a staple of my childhood. My mom once told me that “Leaving on a Jet Plane” was my first favorite song.

But, then again, who knows if that were the truth? My mom had also told me that I wasn’t named after Abigail Adams.

She’d also told me that the scars on my forehead were from when I tripped and fell into a table corner, multiple times.

Regardless, this much was true: when “Leaving on a Jet Plane” started playing, the veneer of calm shattered.

I cried like a child, unabashed, unadulterated, and loud. I cried through the entirety of Album 1700, and I cried some more as I played it again.

I cried as I crossed state lines. I cried as I pulled into my driveway. I cried as I parked in my garage.

I turned off my car. I stayed in my seat. I kept crying.

I’d done a lot of work in my therapy sessions, using that conceptualized child version of myself to heal. My therapist had been working dutifully beside me, using parts work therapy and EMDR to help my nervous system finally understand what my logical brain knew: that I didn’t live in that environment anymore, and that “little child” me was safe. That little girl—the one who grew up in a house where the screams could be heard halfway across the neighborhood—finally had her stuff back. Symbolically and literally, and finally, she’d moved out of that house.

I’d spent so much time dissecting my past, pinpointing every time I’d acted from that wounded child side of me, every time “little girl me” was at the helm of the ship, deciding which men I’d cling to, the things I’d put up with, and the reasons to stay.

In the Year of Dating Myself, I’d been able to show “little girl me” that I’d become the parent that she deserved. She was safe now, and—with her toys, her books, all the things that spoke to her more than any trick from a therapist could—she finally believed it.

She was safe—and in that safety, she was able to fully grieve what she’d been through.

That was what the tears were for. She was grieving, and I was grieving alongside her.

On that drive home, with my beloved plastic horses, teddy bears, and childhood books surrounding me, I’d taken a major step forward in my healing journey—a journey that I worried my last relationship had unraveled irreconcilably.

I was exhausted when the tears stopped and I finally got out of my car. But I still moved every box out of my car and into my house. It was as if the idea of leaving those toys in the car, just as they were finally back in my possession, was unimaginable.

We’d come this far. It was time they came home, fully, too.
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