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        For my family,

        The OG’s, the ones born into our beautiful, gloriously imperfect chaos,

        and the brave, curious souls who loved us enough to marry into it.

        You have taught me, in a thousand ordinary moments,

        that this is where the greatest ones live.

        In the in-between,

        the laughter around a table,

        the inside jokes that need no explanation,

        the simple, sacred act of

        “making memories.”

        You are the reason I kept going.

        The reason any of this matters.

        John, thank you for being my loudest champion

        and my softest place to land.

        For showing support and cheering me forward even when

        I couldn’t quite see the path ahead.

        I Love You

        With all my love

        and more gratitude than these pages can hold.
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      Your unique wisdom is needed. Your story matters. And the version of you on the other side of this, the one who has learned to listen, to trust, to live in true alignment with the full depth of who you are, she has been waiting with extraordinary patience.

      It is time to let her speak.

      With love and deep recognition,

      From one becoming woman to another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE:

          

        

      

    

    
      The italicized passages interspersed throughout this memoir represent journal entries and poems that surfaced during moments of deep receptivity during the timeframe of these events.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ONE DAY YOU WILL TELL

        THE STORY OF HOW YOU

        OVERCAME WHAT YOU

      
        WENT THROUGH AND IT WILL BE SOMEONE ELSE’S SURVIVAL GUIDE.

        BRENE’ BROWN
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            THE CEDAR HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you know how some of us are just wired for optimism? Like we came out of the womb already hunting for rainbows and silver linings, already convinced that the light was going to show up if we just waited long enough?

      That’s me.

      I’ve always been annoyingly optimistic, even as the anxious child I was. And I was anxious. Constitutionally, sensitive to the world in ways I didn’t have words for yet. The kind of child who needed a minute before walking into a room full of people, and who felt the mood of a place before she understood that feeling the mood of a place was something not everyone did. Crowds made me electric in an uncomfortable way. Strangers’ emotions moved through me like changing weather. I absorbed things, the unspoken tension at the dinner table, the particular grief a street corner could hold on a winter afternoon, the way certain people’s energy left a residue long after they’d gone.

      I didn’t call it anything. I just thought I was a lot.

      But here’s what I also was: happy. Genuinely, stubbornly, almost irrationally happy. The anxiety and the joy lived in me simultaneously, like two frequencies running on the same current, and somehow the joy was always louder. I smiled at strangers- really smiled, the kind that reaches something, and meant it. I believed, in my bones, in the transformative power of good energy, of intention, of showing up to your life with your heart cracked open rather than armored shut. I didn’t know then that this wasn’t simply temperament. I didn’t know that the same sensitivity that made the world feel too loud was also the thing that let me receive it, all of it, in ways I was only beginning to understand.

      I just thought I was an optimist with a nervous system that hadn’t quite gotten the memo.

      Growing up in New York City means growing up fluent in a language most people don’t know they’re speaking. The city teaches you to read everything, usually fast and instinctively. Definitely with the competence of someone who learned early that the gap between a safe situation and an unsafe one could be measured in seconds and body language. By the time I was ten, I had a working knowledge of which people to move close to, and which ones to drift away from without making eye contact.

      What I didn’t know was that I was reading something most people couldn’t pick up at all. I thought everyone felt what I felt walking down a crowded street, the information coming off people in waves. The emotional residue of a stranger’s bad day sometimes landed on me like a hand on my shoulder.

      I thought everyone’s body knew things before their brain caught up, and that was how people worked.

      It wasn’t until much later that I understood this was a gift. In the meantime, I filed what I couldn’t explain in a metal cabinet somewhere in the basement of my stomach, locked it, and kept walking.

      I was eight, maybe nine. Old enough to play outside my grandmother’s apartment building with my younger cousin, Michelle. We were New Yorkers, and New Yorkers calibrate independence a little earlier than most.

      A friend from out of town was visiting my grandmother and he’d driven his pickup truck into the city. This was the equivalent of a jungle gym to us. We were in the bed of the truck when a man in a Mets baseball cap pulled his tan car right next to the truck. I looked up the street that was free of double parked cars and wondered why he was so mean to park so close, right where we were playing.

      And then something about him registered before I stopped moving and looked directly at him. My body understood it first as I felt a prickling at the back of my neck.

      I looked.

      And then my stomach dropped.

      I immediately looked away. And because I was a young child, and what I had just seen was something I had no frame for and no business seeing, it took me a minute before I grabbed my cousin by the hand and climbed onto the far edge of the truck.

      I pulled her with me and we landed hard on the cement. Despite hearing the car pull away fast, its tires screaming like I wanted to, we ran all the way into the building, up the flight of stairs and into apartment 2A.

      Once inside, and told I was safe, and assured that the man was gone, and that he wouldn’t be back, the metal cabinet in the basement of my stomach opened and I placed the whole thing in there. The baseball cap, the stillness, the wrongness of it, the complicated shame of having seen something I hadn’t asked to see, and I closed the drawer.

      Sadly, although that was the first such incident, it wasn’t the last. Evidently, Riverside Drive where I grew up loving the rows of trees and promenade that extends for miles along the city’s West Side, was a big draw for men who preyed on children.

      What I understand now, looking back at that girl and her careful neutral face and her bottomless internal filing cabinet, is that she was already doing the work she would spend decades learning to name. She was receiving information that others weren’t picking up, storing it, managing it, moving through the day with it tucked away where it couldn’t slow her down.

      The gift and the liability were already the same thing.

      THE COURTYARD CIRCLE

      The summer I was ten, I started doing mother’s helper work for our next-door neighbor. Her husband was the superintendent and they had a daughter in kindergarten and a baby boy. I still vividly remember how beautiful she looked in her dashikis, and the gated courtyard where the kids would play.

      Her apartment was the first place I thought to go when, one afternoon, I’d gotten home from school and realized I’d lost my keys, again, and couldn’t get into our apartment.

      On this day, she was holding a circle. I don’t think they called it that, I don’t really remember anyone using that word. But that’s what it was. A circle. I saw women just beginning to sit on cushions and folding chairs in what looked like one of my class’s sharing circles. There were candles, even though it was afternoon, and their smoke mixed with incense I couldn’t identify, although I still recognize it whenever I catch a thread of it somewhere.

      Gray curls next to long dark dreadlocks. One woman was in a suit with her shoes off, and someone not far from me was humming, although I couldn’t see who.

      I found a cushion near the edge of the circle and sat down.

      I expected to feel out of place and self-conscious. Ten years old in the company of grown women, someone who was there by accident.

      What I actually felt was more like, Ahh, this.

      That’s the only way I can describe it, even now. I didn’t know exactly what these women were doing. But my body did, or it at least recognized that something in the space matched something in itself. I relaxed in a way I didn’t often when I was away from my family.

      When my sister got home, I went upstairs and the day continued as usual. I didn’t share about the wonder of the not-church ceremony I’d been to. But I went back whenever I could. I don’t remember how many times I’d find a way to be in that courtyard by late afternoon. I didn’t always get to be there for the whole circle. Sometimes just the beginning or ending edges of it. Nobody ever questioned it. Nobody made a big deal of it. I was just the little helper from upstairs who apparently liked to sit with the women.

      Which, it turned out, was exactly right.

      What I know now is that I had stumbled, through a lost key and a locked door and a neighbor’s open one, into the first circle of women I had ever sat in.

      And that the same body that filed things in the basement cabinet was glad to be there.

      The gift was already working. It had always been working.

      Long before the fire. Long before the gray years. Long before I had any idea what to do with it.

      It was just there, doing what it did, receiving and recognizing.

      Waiting, with considerable patience, for me to learn its name.

      New York made me fluent in a language I didn’t know I was speaking. I carried that fluency into
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