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			For Devin.

			And for all those who find themselves suspended between the fall and the leap.

		

	
		
			
			Reading yourself as a fiction as well as a fact is the only way to keep the narrative open—the only way to stop the story from running away under its own momentum, often towards an ending no one wants.

			~ Jeanette Winterson, Why Be Happy When You Could Be Normal?

			When I think of what I already lived through it seems to me I was shedding my bodies along the paths.

			~ Clarice Lispector, Água Viva

			There is no such thing as repetition. Only insistence.

			~ Gertrude Stein, Lectures in America

			Arrange whatever pieces come your way.

			~ Virginia Woolf, A Writer’s Diary

		

	
		
			Preface:
 A Return

			This is not a hero’s journey, or a traditional memoir, though travel and memory and storytelling are all in these pages. I do not intend to mine my personal life for dramatic scenes and serve them up. I mean to read a few episodes from my life not as facts but as fictions, as stories that lodged in my body. Is there a way to liberate them? To rearrange the elements narratively? Might I create a hermeneutics to my own memories? Memory is always a kind of return; I mean to make a series of returns to the people and places that marked me in ways I have carried around in my body most of my life. I believe our bodies are carriers of experiences. I mean to ask if there is a way to read my own past differently, using what I have learned from literature: how stories repeat and reverberate and release us from the tyranny of our mistakes, our traumas, and our confusions.

			As Virginia Woolf noted in Moments of Being: “Behind the cotton wool [of life] is hidden a pattern; that we—I mean all human beings—are connected with this; that the whole of the world is a work of art; that we are parts of the work of art. Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth about this vast mass that we call the world. But there is no Shakespeare, there is no Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no God; we are the words, we are the music; we are the thing itself. And I see this when I have a shock.”

			I too experience life treading water punctuated by small shocks that change my life.

			I am aging. I am turning around, looking back in an effort to gather and give over what I have found. At sixty and beyond I wonder differently than I did when I was younger. How I wonder has shifted, as well as what I wonder about.

			What if we could read our own past, our memories, even our bodies, as if they too were books open to endless interpretation? Endlessly generating and re-forming and showing us new insights? What if the patterns and arrangements, the images and poetics in literature become part of us as we carry the burdens of our own lives? What if we could stand in different relation to our experiences? Could the stories we carry about our experiences…loosen? Fall away and become sediment? Rearrange themselves? Change form? Could I read my own past the way I read the books I love, with the same compassion, irritation, resistance, desire, playful transgression, erotics, joy, curiosity, and wonder that I bring to the books I love?

			Could I read my own body and life that way, too?

			What do we carry? How do we lay down what we carry too long?

			While this is not a memoir, it is a space of narrative transmography. Like the body of a frog in a fairy tale.

			Narrative is a shapeshifting space. Story space, if you will, carries with it the possibility of arrangement, de-arrangement, and rearrangement, as does language itself. If I step back into a story I have been carrying in my body about my experiences, it is possible to change the point of view, it is possible to curate the elements of the story differently, bring different themes or images forward or let them recede. I’m not talking about facts, I’m talking about what we do with events in our lives. We story them and try to learn to live with them. Anything that can be put to story can be storied differently. Ask any member of a family about a holiday dinner and you will get a different story.

			One of the greatest transmographical spaces we experience in life happens at the level of memory. Memories are conjurings.

			At the same time, memory is a mind-fuck.

			It doesn’t give a shit what you think about it.

			Memory slingshots you back and sideways. It interrupts time whether you like it or not, usually through your body. A sound, a smell, an image, and your body becomes a quivering wobble.

			Memory for me poses a kind of crisis in representation, where the desire to capture “what really happened” meets the desire to build a story that will help us get on with our lives, especially around difficult experiences, creating a kind of tension or schism. The space of memory is galactically fascinating to me. My interest was born when my father drowned. When I resuscitated my father after he drowned in the ocean, he lost his long-term memory. I spent a decade studying the neurobiology and biochemistry of memory in an effort to understand how the abuse he’d inflicted on his wife and daughters suddenly evaporated, how his rage and dominance transformed into sweetness and docility, how his acumen and professional skill as an architect underwent erasure. I emerged from that study with a fever dream that became a nontraditional memoir, as if the only way I could move forward in my life was to enter story space and weave a form.

			I believe that memory inside the brain and memory as we experience it as a storytelling field carries within it tiny interstices or flash points where more than one meaning is available. In some ways I have come to think of memory as oceanic or like space. The way it stretches out or contracts. We enter into that fluid, vast space and locate moments that we use to create narratives that sustain us. We carry our memory pieces in our actual bodies. I often wonder what memory pieces we may be carrying from before we were born.

			The present is both mesmerizing to me and simultaneously unknowable. The present just doses you most of the time, leaving your mouth open while you try not to drop down on all fours and crawl around on the ground. The present can take your breath away. Who knows what we feel in the present tense? As Virginia Woolf put it, “I can only note that the past is beautiful because one never realizes an emotion at the time. It expands later, and thus we don’t have complete emotions about the present, only about the past.” Eventually her emotions expanded so intensely that she filled her pockets with rocks and stepped into moving water, a detail that still guts me. When my daughter died, the only thing that made any sense inside the grief was collecting rocks. So in a way, rocks saved my life. I can thus easily understand turning to the magic of rocks to end one’s life. Rocks carry sediments from all over the world, they change shape, they form or dissolve, they comfort us. The past realized and remembered can be heavy, or small enough to carry in your palm or pocket.

			I’ve carried questions about memory as well as how we might read our own pasts ever since my daughter lived to term and died in the belly of me. Her whole life one of a swimmer’s.

			My questions live in my body.

			Toni Morrison described memory as “a form of willed creation,” not the labor of finding out what really happened, which she called research, but a kind of creative conjuring. She also said that “all water has a perfect memory and is forever trying to get back to where it was,” a line that lodged itself between my rib cage and my heart forever, and one that made me wonder: What about the water inside us? What about the waterworld of our beginnings? I’ve never been able to answer either of those questions, but I keep entering storytelling like stepping into moving water to try.[*]

			Maggie Nelson speaks of memory as a strange palimpsest: “For the fact is that neuroscientists who study memory remain unclear on the question of whether each time we remember something we are accessing a stable ‘memory fragment’—often called a ‘trace’ or an ‘engram’—or whether each time we remember something we are literally creating a new ‘trace’ to house the thought. And since no one has yet been able to discern the material of these traces, nor to locate them in the brain, how one thinks of them remains mostly a matter of metaphor: they could be ‘scribbles,’ ‘holograms,’ or ‘imprints’; they could live in ‘spirals,’ ‘rooms,’ or ‘storage units.’ ”

			One of my favorite lyric expressions about memory comes from Joy Harjo: “Memory is a living being that moves in many-layered streams. It is not static. It is not a backwards look. It moves forward, sideways, and in a spiral.”
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			I once wrote a book about embodied memory, The Chronology of Water, and I agree, memory has no linear chronology or fixed note in time and space. The mind-fuck has to do with the idea that memory is both embodied and disembodied. The stories we collect and repeat exist in a kind of narrative sphere that is a little apart from our bodies. Ancestral stories, generational stories take on lives of their own. Memory inhabits us and we inhabit memory—as if there is a story realm we step into and out of endlessly, a kind of energy field that existed before we were born and that will exist after we die.

			What I didn’t realize at the time was that even after writing a book about memories in my life up until that point, even after researching and studying my father’s memory loss when he drowned in the ocean in an attempt to understand what memory is and is not—I was quietly and masochistically still trying to carry all the bodies of my own heartbreak, my own stillborn gestures of love, rage, grief, and dazzling blunders. I was sticking to my story, unwilling to let the story become or move.

			I mean, if I let them go, who would I be?

			Take it from me. You can’t carry dead weight for long before it drowns you.

			There are bodies in me that I had to set down, stop carrying, if I wanted to be of further use in the world. I had to invent a process of how to lay those bodies down—including my own bodies of sorrow, guilt, pain—so that change might continue to get born in my life. So that I could turn toward ever beginning, so that I might continue to evolve my lifework in the world to be of some use to others. As Joy Harjo reflects in her book Poet Warrior, “At some point we have to understand that we do not need to carry a story that is unbearable. We can observe the story, which is mental; feel the story, which is physical; let the story go, which is emotional; then forgive the story, which is spiritual, after which we use the materials of it to build a house of knowledge.”

			These are some stories about shedding bodies. They are not a series of trustworthy memories perfectly lodged in amber, but something more alive in us all, something more fluid. I want to shine a light on places in the story where meaning turns. I want to bring you with me into storytelling spaces with these questions in mind: What pieces of our being are held by the environments and stories we have inhabited, and how do those stories inhabit us? Can being or identity move and change, spiral, like storytelling can?

			These pages show you how I read my own embodied past, how I imagine a map for myself that loosens the grip that sorrow has on my soul without erasing my experiences, and how the map moves. I understand I cannot make a map for you—you have to retrieve the important particles from your own life that will help you story, destory, and restory your life, and create your own map. At the interstices of our lives, we trade stories and secrets, we take turns helping each other go on. May these shared moments and rituals for release and revivification raise your own sweet solaces.

			I take with me four lines from four women writers as illumination guides:

			
				Reading yourself as a fiction as well as a fact is the only way to keep the narrative open—the only way to stop the story from running away under its own momentum, often towards an ending no one wants.

				~ Jeanette Winterson

				When I think of what I already lived through it seems to me I was shedding my bodies along the paths.

				~ Clarice Lispector

				There is no such thing as repetition. Only insistence.

				~ Gertrude Stein

				Arrange whatever pieces come your way.

				~ Virginia Woolf

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					* Then there is this reminder from Keats: “Touch has a memory.” Heart crumple, huh? That one always leaves me staring at my own hands, remembering the hands of other people, too, living and gone.

					Marcel Proust famously mused, “Poets claim that we recapture for a moment the self that we were long ago when we enter some house or garden in which we used to live in our youth. But these are most hazardous pilgrimages, which end as often in disappointment as in success. It is in ourselves that we should rather seek to find those fixed places, contemporaneous with different years.”

				

			

		

	
		
			A Before
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				L: So it’s true? They wanted to name me Cassandra?

				B: Mother did. She wanted to name you Cassandra.

				L: That’s a trip—I mean, since I turned out to be a storyteller…and hardly anyone listens!

				(Laughter and knowing between sisters)

				L: Kathy Acker’s nickname in high school was Cassandra. That’s good company, I guess.

				B: Daddy wanted to name you Eve.

				L: You have got to be shitting me.

				B: True story.

				L: Well, how the hell did they land on “Lidia”?

				B: It was Daddy’s idea. Sorry.

				(Laughter and knowing between sisters)

				L: You know when you chose Joan as your confirmation name, it had the side effect of changing my life, too. That’s why I dedicated Book of Joan to you.

				B: I know. It’s my book. I hope everyone understands that.

				(Laughter and knowing between sisters)

				L: I think they understand that.

				B: Do you like your name?

				L: Oh, I don’t know if I like or dislike it. I guess it feels like me…. It used to be, I didn’t hear it often out in the world, so it corresponded to my experience as an isolate. Then this last year, BAM! Two Lydias in widespread release! Lydia Tár and Lidia Poët, and a hurricane…so funny. But if I could have been a name that carries a story? I wish someone had wanted to name me Undine.

				B: Those are some huge myths. Eve. Cassandra. Joan. Undine. I notice they show up in your novels quite a bit….

				(Laughter and knowing between sisters)

				L: Well, yeah…aren’t we always entering some storyline that existed before we were born, and will continue long after we die? In some ways, storytelling is all I’ve got…. I can live with that.

			

		

	
		
			Skydiver: Three

			Devin Eugene Crowe passed away in Long Beach, California, on January 5, 2015.

			My husband, Andy, love of my life, enters the kitchen and throws a manila envelope onto the table. We both know what is inside. In 2017 Andy did something either insane or miraculous. Maybe both. He hired a private investigator to hunt down the details and data of my previous husband Devin’s death. In the kitchen, the details in the autopsy and police report sit still and safe on the table.

			It will take me over three years before I can even touch it. Open it. Read about Devin’s body. Sometimes I carry things in my body for too many years. When I finally do open the envelope, I realize why I did not want to open it. The opening will create an ending.

			Twenty years.

			That’s how long I carried the body of a dead love.

			I wonder, where did I hold his death in my body all that time?

			Already I don’t know how to write about it. I want to talk to him instead, to ask him questions, like those living and left behind want to.

			I want to say, remember when I said our love would be the death of us?

			Overdramatic, I know, but not half as overdramatic as we actually were at the time. Lovers in their late twenties shooting for the next decade like supernovas, echoing lines over time and the bodies of other lovers.

			As I recall, he farted. I laughed. We drank.

			I warned us, didn’t I? No one listens.

			I am thinking now all these years later not of Devin’s death, but of the night I climbed a red and yellow construction crane. After I opened the envelope.

			I did not climb all the way to the top of the crane, not all 265 feet. But up high enough to feel its shuddering through my whole body.

			I climbed the core of a luffing-jib crane, and then I climbed a little farther on ladders up the boom toward the crane’s ballast. I’d say it took me about eight minutes to lose all the feeling in my legs—which felt wrongly lighter than air—like a gust of wind could send me sailing. Vertigo.

			I figured I had about ten to twenty minutes before a cop or some kind of security showed up to shoo me away, force me down. But no one came.

			Night. Cold. Light wind. Rain. I wanted so badly to know what the last kinds of things Devin saw up there were. Like if I could just see what he saw, I could feel what he felt. He must have seen the night sky. Were there stars out? Or clouds? And the city lights, or at least the top of a city with its skyscrapers kissing the hull of the night hanging down like a cosmic sky-boat. But really, how the hell do I know what he saw? I do know he was shit-faced. The accident report and the death certificate both mention his blood alcohol level. And there was an empty bottle of Stoli on the ground next to his wallet.

			That detail is hard for me. Vodka was not his drink. Devin drank Jameson whiskey and Guinness for eleven years, our years together. And cheap beer in between. Like his father. I was the vodka drinker. Like my mother. Did he switch, like he switched woman after woman before me, during me, and after me?

			Up there, high up on the construction crane, I wanted to ask Devin: Was it beautiful, brutal, or meaningless?

			I know the distance between those things: beautiful, brutal, meaningless. I have, over the years, learned to stay quiet when I don’t feel anything or even less than anything when everyone else around me is claiming they feel something extraordinary. Look at that! Oh my god! I know how to stay silent and smile to cover my empty apathy. I’ve learned. Do not reveal your emptiness. I also know how to stay very quiet when I feel everything and no one else feels anything. Don’t identify yourself as the one who feels the weird, excessive thing. Ever.

			I look up at the night from my perch on the crane. I’m holding on for dear life, I can tell you. It is not fun. I do not like it. I do not feel like I am on a wild adventure or a hero’s journey. My legs want to float, my arms ache at the weight of me, my hands tingle. My throat feels funny. But I’m no pussy and I drank vodka in the car for courage, so I hook one leg over the ladder rung to support myself and then I close my eyes and hold my arms out away from the ladder briefly. A bird pose with human arms.

			Flash of full-body terror. But also: flash of full-body freedom from the burden of being with people ever again. Yes, it still lives in me. That feeling. Why not fall?

			Was that our love?

			I know how dumb that sounds.

			We fall for people and pretend we don’t know why.

			Or we do and we pretend that we don’t so we don’t have to face ourselves.

			I remember with my whole body how Devin used to say one two three, before doing anything difficult. Even silly things, like cracking an egg, but also very hard things.

			I take a breath huge as night and hold it.

			One. Two. Three.

			Blow it back out. Close my eyes. Insta dizzy.

			Did he feel the vast nothing up there? Or did he feel the vast everything? My love for Devin carried the same questions, I think.

			Star or black hole?

			Was it love? That was in me? Those eleven years? Or something else? Matter or emptiness?

			What do we gain from tracking back to an old dead love? Everything? Nothing?

			He must have scanned the tops of buildings next. Up there. Even if he was drunk. I look at the tops of buildings. I see a baseball on a roof. And some clutter or garbage or rebar construction crap. And son of a bitch. Look at that. A chair. Someone liked it up there. Even with all the weird crap strewn about. Sitting alone. Alone is a real place.

			Was it cold, or hot? January in California I’d guess is fairly warm, but you never know, even California gets blasts of cold. Now I can look it up. I have the time, the date, I can track back because Andy secured the information.

			The details and data of Devin’s death.

			He knew I’d need it eventually. It’s one of several breathtaking gestures he’s done for me in our life together. Most people will think it sounds hyperbolic, but he knew it was true that if I didn’t know the details of Devin Eugene Crowe’s death, if I could not read the story of his body, I couldn’t live the rest of my life.

			Is that love? That Andy did that? I think it might be. But love still confuses me. Love stories. Some of them descend, some of them ascend, some are suspended at least briefly as if they might fly, others plateau like a sentence that can’t find punctuation or worth. Or explode.

			Sometimes I think the choice to stay with Andy and see what happens next is the choice between life and death. The pisser is, love lives inside both.

			Sometimes I think his love is the one that ascended as profoundly as Devin’s fell. Stars crossing in the night sky.

			Was there a smell? Vodka and deodorant and bird shit and city stink? Was he feeling angry and desiring or sad and nostalgic? The reports say they found DayQuil gel capsules in his pocket. Was he fighting off a cold, or his life? Was he feeling like a character he loved? That would determine it. Jim Morrison or Charles Bukowski or Jackson Pollock. Eyes swimming around in his sockets.

			Devin was the character I loved at that time.

			My arms shake holding on. Suddenly I am exactly who and what I am, a woman on the edge of sixty, three-quarters of the way up a goddamn construction crane. My hair matting to my head from rain. My boobs hurt—smooshed against the crane’s metal frame and ladder rungs.

			Here it is straight-no-chaser: I can’t look at construction cranes anymore without my heart cleaving, my heart diving, my heart leaving my body. Portland has a construction crane about every ten feet now, it seems. I am up here clinging to this technological metal thing and freezing my ass off, scared as shit because.

			I want to know how many seconds it took.

			Devin’s dive.

			Or fall.

			My knees swim. My arms ache. I feel like throwing up. Too high too cold too much our lives our love too much, Devin, but there is no Devin.

			My legs shake like fractured sticks. I don’t even know if I can climb back down. I start crying, heaving, everything about us rushes back in like fuck. We were in love, weren’t we? We were making art, weren’t we?

			How do I lay his body down and remember the art of us?

			How do any of us lay down the stories of our past selves and what we have carried for far too long?

		

	
		
			Daughter

			
				Our mothers always remain the strangest, craziest people we’ve ever met.

				~ Marguerite Duras

			

			It’s a common enough routine after twenty years. Andy drops me off at the airport, I get on a plane and fly to a speaking engagement or writing workshop to share my ideas and practices, hoping to be of some use to someone.

			Sometimes Andy comes with me, but we can’t always afford that. If I am flying solo, I always still tear up a little in the drop-off zone, my heart still feels like a baseball even after all these years, especially if our son, Miles, is with him; I watch them drive away from inside the airport on my way to wherever—like it’s the last scene of a movie. The life of a woman writer, a wife, a mother, crisscrossing these states straining at their borders in an effort to help people tell stories that might help us kill ourselves or each other less often. Or that’s what I tell myself, anyway. When I travel, I always think back through motherhood as time and space, and my actual mother now that she is dead. Since her death, airplanes forever remind me of traveling from Oregon to Florida when she was dying of cancer, the last time I saw her, crossing aloft that vast terrain of west to east, baby Miles in my lap, how he puked all over me and I didn’t move, even the flight attendant was impressed. I just looked up and said, this is life, with a smile, smelling of baby puke and sour milk. After that trip all travel for me carries life, death, puke, piss, shit, sweat, breast milk, and love suspended high above the clouds.

			Flying, like falling, carries the trace of love and death.
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			Ordinarily, the Portland airport is deeply comforting to me. I’m sure partly it’s simply the fact that it is my home airport. Maybe everyone feels this way about an airport. There are several other airports I love…and a list of airports that I secretly wish would disappear into the earth.

			The Portland airport is just so fresh. If you’ve ever been there, you know what I mean. It’s small. Tidy. There are wall gardens stretching and looping up the parking garage. The shops and bars and restaurants are swell. I’ve actually driven to the airport on purpose just to have lunch or a drink or hang out, as sad as that likely sounds. Often there is a piano player just beyond the TSA corral. Massage chairs. Micro spas. A theater playing Oregon films. Coffee and craft beer everywhere. So my sadness about flying solo usually subsides quickly, because I feel well held by this place, this liminal home that sends me off and brings me back. During the holidays I go early to get a good seat.

			Usually.

			This time, after I get through the security gauntlet, I have to poo. This is uncharacteristic. I do not like to poo in airports or on planes, or really anywhere in public; I empty my body before I leave home. Pooing en route is just nope in my world. I have all these elaborate theories about what we hold in our bodies too long, what we expel, when and where our bodies override us. But my body doesn’t give a shit. So like it or not, I make a stressful visit to the airport bathroom and poo and try to scour the anxiety off by zealously washing my hands. I never look in the restroom mirrors. Something about my own image disorients me. I don’t even look in the mirror when I brush my teeth. In fact, I feel the most like myself when I close my eyes. I don’t feel disgust or revulsion, just dissociation or something like it. So I just watch my hands washing themselves. I haven’t been able to look very long at my own image in a mirror since I was five years old, about the time my father began abusing me.

			Next to me a young woman—who looks as if she could be sixteen years old—wearing a giant yellow puffer coat walks up and washes her hands, then goes at it in front of the mirror. Applying makeup. The yellow of her puffy coat makes my chest tight. I can’t help it. I have an immediate and visceral reaction to the color bright yellow. She uses colorful makeup I don’t even understand—so many colors!—since all I ever wear is mascara. I only wear mascara because I’m self-conscious of my barely there blond nub eyelashes, no doubt a genetic gift from Lithuanian ancestors. No one ever taught me how to wear makeup, and besides, the entire concept is suspicious to me, but I understand I should not say that out loud. I sneak glances at her as she paints herself up, then rubs something magical into her hair to tousle it. I may be no good at wearing makeup, but watching someone apply it is hypnotizing. I full-blown stare at her as she takes some selfies, my hands hanging in the air drip-drying. I am invisible to her. Increasingly, I am invisible to anyone. When you are sixty this is not a new phenomenon. I’m still thinking about how I feel about it. Sometimes I feel sad, sometimes I feel so free I’m giddy. I dry my hands off underneath the blower. I probably stand there too long because the warm air feels good on my hands. This is what passes for pleasure in the life of an aging introvert.

			Turns out the sixteen-year-old yellow puffer coat is also waiting for the flight to Houston, Texas, because she sits down next to me in the wait-for-your-plane corral. We’re lucky we got seats. Lots of folks are headed to Houston. People begin their cranky congregation standing near the gate. She stuffs earbuds in her ears and I open my book. We enjoy the wall of silence between us.

			Somebody’s mother. Somebody’s daughter.

			When the plane arrives, after they do the cleaning, after they get us all lined up in our chutes according to row numbers, she’s still near me, near enough to see what transpires next.

			Hot flashes are not subtle.
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