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Crew Beyer 


He told me that once he forgot himself 

& his heart opened up like a door

with a loose latch and everything

fell out & he tried for days

to put it all back in the proper order,

but finally he gave up & left it there

in a pile and loved everything equally.
~ Brian Andreas


I’ve been staring at my reflection in the bus window for so long that I don’t recognize myself anymore.  The woman looking back at me is as foreign as the rocky hills and olive trees that flash by just beyond her.  I tilt my head and squint my eyes a bit, and she mimics me.  Quien Eres? I whisper, Who are you?  But she doesn’t answer, and a sudden bump sends my forehead into the glass, breaking me out of my trance.  I shoot a disapproving look at the oblivious driver, and when I turn back to the window I’m looking at myself again.  Still, the question lingers.  I’ve spent the past five months of my semester of study in Santiago, Spain trying to work out the answer, and I haven’t quite come up with it yet.  So I’m on my way to Granada alone, to spend the last three days of my time here sorting through the little inspirations and half conclusions I’ve come up with.  I know the answer lies somewhere within the triangle of forces surrounding my life: my very own unholy trinity consisting of fathers, God, and sexuality.  
I’m both excited and nervous about taking this final trip, and amazed that I’m brave enough to do it at all.  I don’t think I’d admit this aloud to anyone for fear of sounding pretentious, but I’m proud of myself for coming this far.  Not just to Granada, but to this place in my life.  After all I’ve been through, here I am on my own in the middle of Spain.  I can remember a day a few years ago when I didn’t think I’d even make it out if my bedroom to face the world again; when I’d hit a wall at the end of a metaphorical road I never would have chosen for myself.  But that thought is for later.  At this moment I just need to know that this road, this trip, is all my own.  To prove to myself that that my life is my own now, and from here the paths I travel will be of my own choosing.  Still, I can’t help but close my eyes and reflect on the first trip I can remember that I had no control over whatsoever.

*
*
*

I can still see our new home through my four-year-old eyes.  Big and brown with a huge garden and peeling red barn with a chicken coop around back, a sod field bordering the back yard and a forest to the right of a sand driveway.  At first I stayed close to my little sister Joy as we endured the wary looks of our new older brother, Trevor.  Joy and I shared a room, and often a bed if one of us woke up afraid during the night.  We were each other’s sole confidant and main source of comfort when Trevor, or anything else, scared us.  I never knew if he was going to hurt us or play with us on any given day.  I still remember crying when he hit us with his new wooden baseball bat, but I’m not sure what hurt more—the bruises or the realization that he didn’t want us to be his sisters.  

It was always Mom who came to our rescue; I don’t have one memory of our new step-dad, Al, coming to protect us.  As much as it saddens me to admit, I guess some things don’t change.  He did seem to look out for his two real children at least a bit more, but as a child it struck me as being extremely unfair, and I resented Trevor and my new little sister Bonnie for it.  I was so caught up in this idea that it took years before I realized that he didn’t show them any real affection either.  The one episode that I can’t shake from my mind, no matter how hard I try, happened when I was eight and sharing a room with Bonnie, who was four at the time.  
 “Watcha doin’?”  Bonnie trotted into our room, her thin brown hair sticking up all over, and leaned over me and the book I was reading on my bed.  

“Leave me alone.”  I tried to ignore her, hoping she’d go away.  No such luck.  

“No.”  She went over to my parakeet cage near the end of the bed and started poking at it and blowing on my birds.  They flew about the cage, squawking in panic.

“Stop it!  I told you, never mess with them!”  I ran over without thinking and hit her on the head with my book.  She looked up at me with surprise in her grey eyes and ran from the room, yelling for Dad.  
I knew I was in for it when he walked in a few minutes later.

“Jenna, did you hit your sister with your book?”  His eyes were cold behind his glasses.

“She was blowing on my parakeets and scaring them!”

“I asked you, did you hit her?”

“Yeah, but it’s a soft cover anyway, and she was…”

“I want you to apologize to your sister.”

“She should have to say sorry for scaring my parakeets!” I yelled, angry that he was ignoring that point.

“I did already,” Bonnie said, looking up at him innocently.

“She did not!”  I started to feel myself getting hot and shaking, I was so upset that he was going to take her side again.   

“She says she did, you must not have heard her.  Now, apologize.”

“She’s lying! That’s not fair!  She always gets away...”

“Jenna, now,” he cut in, his voice commanding.

“Sorry!” I yelled, making it obvious that I wasn’t.  I ran over to the bed and lay down, my tears flowing onto my stuffed hippo.  He left without another word.  I cried for a long time at the unfairness of it all, knowing that my step-dad would always believe Bonnie over me, that he didn’t care.  In moments like that I thought I hated her, and I would say mean things to her so she would hurt like I did.  Now there is nothing I regret more than the way I made her cry as she was trying to sleep in the bed next to me.  But at the time I just didn’t understand why I hurt.  Why the way he treated her like she was worth more than me made something twist deep inside.
*
*
*
 The grey haired woman who had been snoring lightly in the bus seat next to mine bumps my elbow off the armrest as she stands, precarious in red heels that clash horribly with her mauve skirt and blouse.  How do these 65 year old women walk in shoes even I couldn’t handle? I look around as the other passengers stand and retrieve bags from the shelves overhead, and realize we’ve stopped.  I must’ve fallen asleep.  A quick glance out the window at a busy bus terminal confirms it; I’m in Granada.  I follow the crowd out and retrieve my backpack from under the bus, removing the map I tore out of my Let’s Go Spain book before putting the pack on.  As I walk out of the terminal, eyes blinking into the early afternoon sunlight, the first thing I think is, This isn’t what I’d imagined at all.  
I’m standing in front of a crowded row of Spain’s signature green and white cabs.  Instead of the cobblestone streets and whitewashed houses I’d pictured, I’m looking at a row of tall office buildings, grey and rather boring.  Several billboards advertising Nestlé chocolate and Telefónica loom over a busy street full of tiny speeding cars, honking frequently and blending into an ugly rainbow of color.  Since I rather feel like surviving long enough to make it home, I decide to walk to my hostel rather than risk a suicidal taxi ride.  Finding my bearings on the tiny map, I strike out in a rush of pride at the navigational skills I’ve acquired on my trips here.  After forty-five minutes I’m cursing, in both English and Spanish, my underestimation of the distance. But as the number of churches I pass increases and the height of the buildings decrease, I know I’m finally nearing my destination in the heart of Granada’s old zone.  

It’s funny that the closer I get to my destination the more religious places I encounter, since along with my father issues, God is the second point in this unholy trinity defining my life.  After hours of late night café talks and the countless times I wandered the streets of Santiago thinking about my past, I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m caught within this triangle of key issues encompassing who I am.  But whenever I get close enough to a point that I think I’m beginning to understand it, it feels like I get trapped by narrowing edges.  Right now though, walking down this crowded street with the sun warming my face and the scent of fresh bread on the air, I’m reluctant to think heavy thoughts.  Still, I remind myself that’s why I’m here, so I decide to pay God a visit and follow a group of noisy German tourists into what my map tells me is Granada’s primary cathedral. 
Inside, the temperature drops about ten degrees, and it takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting.  There are surprisingly few windows, just a few tall slots high on the long stone edges of its rectangular form.  I wander over to an ancient pew and sit, shifting nervously as it creaks beneath me, and continue to look around.  Two rows of thick of pillars surround the pews, rising to an arching ceiling.  It’s basically a huge room with a few shadowy alcoves on each wall housing gaudy statues of saints, candles flickering at their feet.  There is just one gigantic circular stained glass window at the front of the church above the altar, and the colored light filtering in makes confetti of the dust particles it illuminates.  There are about fifty people milling about snapping pictures, so it takes me a few minutes to register the strange feeling I have.  It’s emptiness.  I don’t feel even a whisper of God’s presence in this place.  Upon reflection though, I think I’d steer clear of all the tourists too.  Still, it’s odd.  When I was a little girl I felt God’s presence everywhere.  Now I can’t even find him in his own supposed house.  Yet another father who isn’t what he should be to me, I guess.  Although, I have to admit that the loss of this one was my fault.  

I can remember the exact moment it happened—when the triangle points of fathers and God connected with the third point of sexuality.  I suppose it wasn’t sudden at all, so much had led up to that moment; so much that I didn’t understand until it was too late to prevent the damage.  But I’m not quite ready to face that moment yet.  I run my fingers along rough grain of the wood beneath me, and my eyes come to rest on the ornate base of the nearest pillar.  I’m reminded of the pillars in Santiago’s cathedral that are supported by carvings of snarling demons.   Memories flood haphazardly into my mind and I close my eyes, trying to force them into some coherent order, but it’s difficult; sometimes I’m convinced that my life forces form more of a braid than a triangle, they’re so hard to separate from each other.  The strongest memory wins, and I find myself thinking of the demons I knew so well as a child.  Now I know that a six-year-old girl shouldn’t have demons, but I didn’t realize it then.  I was so young, so wrapped up in my perceptions of God, my concepts of good and evil.  The feel of a knot beneath my fingers sends me back to the plum tree in our yard that I used to climb and have conversations with God.
*
*
*

I’m so sorry God, I was bad again today.  Bonnie was annoying me and I yelled at her, and she started crying.  And, um…well, you know what I did else when I was playing with those paper dolls you can sew clothes onto.  I know I shouldn’t think things like that, about them being naked and pretending they’re doing things…I dunno why I’m this way, I’m really sorry!  And I know that’s why the demons came again, they scare me though.  I don’t want to be bad, and I want to go live with you in heaven someday.         And thanks again for Thomas, he chased them away for me, he does a really good job taking care of me.  K, I gotta go eat lunch, I’ll talk to you soon, luv you.  

*
*
*
Thomas, my guardian angel; I haven’t thought about him in a long time.  He was so real to me, I believed in him as absolutely as I believed in my demons.  I was such a religious little girl, easily transitioning from praying mantras and meditating to praying rosaries when my parents switched from being New Age to Catholic.  I think I was just looking for something to make me feel safe, for someone to be out there watching out for me.  And I was terrified of the idea of going to hell, which is why all of the ‘wrong’ thoughts I had tormented me so much.  I knew I was abnormal.  That when the other kids in my Sunday school class heard the story of Adam and Eve, their thoughts didn’t go where mine did.  My seven-year-old mind pictured their beautiful nakedness vividly, and envisioned them touching each other in the same private way I sometimes touched myself.  Suddenly I would realize what I was thinking and I would panic.  I would hear voices in my head taunting me, and I was convinced they were demons sent to try and make me give into my evil thoughts so I would go to hell.
You aren’t supposed to think dirty things like that, you know.  God doesn’t want any evil children; He’ll never let someone like you into heaven.  None of the other girls think the things you do, why can’t you just stop?  Maybe you don’t want to, is that it?  Do you know how angry God gets with you?  And it’s so easy with you, all we have to do is whisper a dirty thought into your mind and you can’t ignore it, you think about it even though you know it’s wrong.  You should just give in, you can’t fight us forever…   

They usually came at night and I could feel them around me, so close I could hardly breathe as I hid under my covers and wrapped myself into a ball around my stuffed hippo.  And I would cry, and pray so hard for God to make them go away. 
“Please God, Jesus, I’m sorry!  I don’t mean to be bad, I’ll do better, I promise.  Please just make them go away, I love you, I do, I’m so sorry.  Please, I’m so scared.  I don’t wanna go to hell!”   

So I tried to be even better, more holy, like the saints I’d read about in a picture book.  I read my Bible every day, prayed the rosary, and had a little shrine set up in my room with statues of the Holy Family, a crucifix, and holy water.  I even wanted to become a nun.  I was friends with everyone at school, even the girls no one else liked, the kind that ended up at the edge of every picture, because that’s what Jesus would have done.  Still the thoughts and desires only got worse, and the demons got stronger as I got older.  
*
*
*

The loud ringing of bells jolts me back to the present, and I look up to see an altar boy lighting candles.  Glancing at my watch, I realize there must be a 4:00 mass.  I exit without so much as genuflecting.  I feel like God hasn’t frequented this place in a while so He won’t notice my lack of respect.  I continue on in the direction of the Plaza Nueva, where my hostel is located.  The closer I get, the older the buildings become and the city takes on a completely different feeling.  It no longer has the aura of a place trying to push itself into modernity.  Instead, it feels like a city set apart from time, steeped in centuries of culture like one of its famous teas. The scents of this exotic tea and spicy curry greet me as I enter the triangular plaza, calling my attention to the city’s Arabic roots.  Teterías, tea shops, are scattered around the perimeter with small tables extending onto the cobblestone ground of the plaza.  However, the effects of tourism are also evident in the half dozen shops displaying the typical artesian woodwork of Granada alongside tacky t-shirts and postcards.  
I pause at one of the shops, taking a few moments to look at the bright scarves, intricate hookahs and delicately inlaid wooden boxes displayed on carts outside its door.  I’m still looking for something to bring home to Joy, something that will show I was looking for a gift as unique as she is, so she’ll understand how much she means to me.  The meaning behind gifts is important to me; it has been ever since my birth father Jorge showed me that they can be given not to show love, but in an attempt to buy it.  I mentally flinch at the thought of my real dad, reluctant to let even a memory of him somehow taint the beauty of this place.  Still, I know it’s something I need to deal with, so as I leave the shop and turn up a side street leading to my hostel, I let my mind drift back to the day I realized for certain that my dad didn’t love me.  

*
*
*
It was summer, I remember because I’d spent the first part of that hot day chasing some escaped chickens out of the garden and back into their coop.  Around lunchtime Jorge came to pick Joy and me up and take us out to eat since Joy had recently turned six.  He’d missed my birthday back in April, when I turned seven.  I hadn’t even received a card.  That wasn’t unusual since he was in the habit of coming around for a while, then disappearing for months or years with no contact at all.  I was feeling particularly wary of him that day, something about the smell of his cologne when he picked me up and spun me around made me uncomfortable.  Not that I was ever especially comfortable around him.  Something about the way he acted always seemed fake, and I didn’t like the way his absence made Joy sad.  Even at that young age, harm to my sister was an unforgivable sin. 

He took us to Perkins for lunch, and I don’t remember much about the conversation we had except for the part where he was talking about our step-dad, Al.  It made me so uncomfortable that I can still recall the exact location of the ketchup on my plate as I traced patterns in it with a french fry.  At my side, Joy was suddenly incredibly interested in the grain of the table as he went off on his tirade, dark eyes flashing and Chilean accent thickening.
“I want you girls to tell me if he ever treats you bad.  If he ever touches you I’ll beat him up, that’s a promise.  I’m stronger than him and I’ll punch him for you.  Just give me the word, okay?  He treats you good, doesn’t he?  Cuz your mom, she doesn’t like to tell me anything, so you’ll have to tell me if he does anything to you, okay?  I love you girls, even if your mom ever says I don’t.”

I remember thinking, No you don’t, but I was afraid to say such a thing aloud.  I knew then that he was lying and that he was only saying it, because if he meant any of that, if he did love us, he would actually be around to make sure we were okay.  Then he took us to Toys R Us and let Joy choose her gift.  I helped her pick out a Barbie ice cream maker set, the most expensive one they had.  I figured that if he felt like buying our love, we might as well make him pay as much as possible.  After that day, we didn’t see him for almost a year when he showed up with a Power Wheels three wheeler.  

*
*
*

Having arrived at my hostel, I’m getting my things settled into the little room as my thoughts merge seamlessly into a related issue.  I’m not quite sure that was a normal seven-year-old thought process, making my dad pay like that.  Still, despite knowing it’s a bad rationale, I’ve stuck with it ever since.  Even now it gives me a cold sort of pleasure to know that my step-dad Al is paying for my college room and board, even though I think he only does it to prove to my mom that he’s a ‘good father.’  So I let him, because I feel like it’s at least making him pay in some small way for the pain he caused her.  It’s been this way for three years, ever since they finally divorced.  Although I suppose when I was young he wasn’t ever a bad father, exactly.  He supported us, and every once in a while he’d help me with homework or have an indoor water fight with us kids.  Mostly, though, I don’t remember him being—well, being in general.  He was always distant, I don’t have one memory of him ever comforting me when I was sad, or talking to me about anything that mattered.  I’m not sure he ever loved me, or if he just accepted that I was someone else for him to look after.   I’m not sure if I ever loved him either, but there were definitely times I thought I hated him.  Sometimes I’m surprised I still talk to him at all after the way he hurt my mom.  
I lie back onto the bed and stare up at the pattern of cracks tracing ceiling, letting my thoughts take their own winding path back to the night my barely restrained anger at him finally erupted.  
*
*
*
I came home that night to what had become a common scene; the house was dark and I could hear my mom upstairs crying in her room.  As I climbed the stairs I thought to myself, what did he do this time?  I pushed open the door to her room slowly to see mom crying on the bed, dark hair falling across her face as my sister Joy rubbed her back soothingly.  I went over to them and sat next to Joy and put my hand on mom’s shoulder.

“What happened?”  I asked Joy, knowing mom probably didn’t want to talk yet. 
“He got Terri and Jeff to write letters to the bishop for the annulment for him, saying the divorce is her fault.  He actually told them she’s been cheating on him with Tío for years, and she’s an awful example to us kids, and…” Her hazel eyes burned with anger, and her voice was dangerous.  “How can he do this to her?  Her own brother and sister, that’s just cruel!  How can he lie like that and get away with it?!”
“Oh God, mom, I’m so sorry…no one will believe them, they can’t…and if they do then screw them, they’re stupid and not worth it.”  My voice was unsure, I didn’t know what to say to make her feel better after such betrayal from her family.

“This is too much, he can’t get away with hurting you like this mom, he’s going to hear about it right now.”  She looked at me with determination and gave one last hug to mom, who was still silently crying.  “Let’s go.”  She led the way downstairs to the living room where Al was sitting in the dark, on a chair in the corner.  
“What the hell do you think you’re doing making her hurt like that?  How can you say she’s been cheating on you, you know it’s a lie!” I hissed, my voice low and menacing.  He looked up at me and his face was a mask of calm, grey eyes cool behind his glasses, and said nothing.  Seeing how uncaring he was made something in me snap and I lost any calm I’d sought to keep as I started to yell.  “Don’t you even care that she’s crying up there?!  She’s your wife for God’s sake, why don’t you act on some of that Catholic teaching you say you believe in, and at least honor her and all that bullshit!  Okay she doesn’t want to be with you anymore, well I can’t blame her!  The way you’re treating her, turning her own family against her, there are no words for how cruel that is!”   

“How can you just sit there like that?!  Don’t you even care about her at all?  You pretend to be so great, leading church groups and acting all holy, when you’re not at all!  Even if no one else sees it, we do, and we’ll never believe you’re anything more than a liar!”  Joy was practically shaking with anger at not being able to get through his empty stare, even though we both knew from experience that nothing ever did.  
“Well, I’m sorry you girls feel that way.”  His voice was slow and calm, lacking any hint of emotion.  “And Jenna, bullshit isn’t a word that a Christian young woman should be using.”  With that he got up and walked downstairs to his room without a backward glance, leaving us alone in our anger.  
*
*
*
I suddenly realize that I’m hungry, and literally shake myself out of the angry state my recent memories have left me in.  This whole process of letting out all of my pent up thoughts and emotions is going to be more difficult than I thought it would be.  Still, I know I need to do it.  The way I see it, I’ve got today and tomorrow to let myself fall apart, and the last day to pick up the pieces.  I’ve decided that the good thing about falling apart is that it gives me the opportunity to put myself back together differently, to create someone stronger, more confident, so that I wont’ fall apart again.  Or if I do, I won’t fall quite as far.  
I get up and wander out of my hostel and back into the plaza for dinner.  I choose a little outdoor café at the wide end of the triangular plaza, giving myself a good view of the entire scene.  I order Rioja wine and a bocadillo de jamón serrano, and settle back to enjoy some people watching.  I really enjoy the atmosphere of this place; it feels so light and peaceful for all its history of conquests.  Perhaps it’s the blending of so many different types of people that creates this enchanting aura.  There are tourists, certainly, but the people who really draw my interest are the gypsies.  Looking up at the hills rising above the whitewashed houses before me, I can see dark openings of the caves they have inhabited for centuries.  I wonder if the caves are beautiful inside; I’d like to imagine that they are since they house such a beautiful people.  To me, their beauty is less physical than of spirit.  Their clothing isn’t striking, for lack of a better description they rather dress like hippies.  Lots of earthy flowing pants and skirts, loose cotton blouses and simple leather sandals they make themselves and sell in the streets.  Their skin is tanned dark matching their eyes and hair, all of which contrasts with the sparkling lightness of their laughter.  

It’s this laughter that calls my attention to a young couple lounging on the bench jutting out from a nearby fountain.  She is sitting in his lap with her arms around his waist, laughing as he kisses the nape of her neck then turns to give her a long passionate kiss.  I smile lightly.  After having five months to get used to these public displays of affection I can’t help but find them rather cute.  Cute?  A few years ago I would’ve thought that it was so wrong—it’s amazing how quickly a person can change.  
*
*
*
I was sweet sixteen and never-been-kissed, and I was getting sick of always being the good little Christian girl.  It wasn’t helping anyway.  No matter how hard I tried I couldn’t stop the ‘dirty’ thoughts from happening, especially once guys started looking at me—well, more like my size D’s—in a decidedly interested manner.  I was tired of fighting my demons, and starting to wonder whether or not they were the voice of wrong in my head.  Maybe God was the cruel one, letting me have such sexual thoughts and then telling me to ignore them.  So I went with my outgoing friend Pam to a theatre Christmas party, since she told me there was always someone to make out with in that group.  Sure enough, within ten minutes this guy Matt came up to me; I didn’t know him well, but I knew it was his house.  I was standing in the kitchen watching Pam try to get our friend Kyle to kiss her when Matt appeared at my side.  When I turned, his light blue eyes were inches from my own brown ones.  

“Hey Jenna, I didn’t think you’d come.  I’m glad you did, though.”

“Um, yeah Pam brought me…I like your house.”

“C’mere, I wanna show you something.”  He smiled gently and grabbed my hand, pulling me out of the kitchen and down a shadowy hallway.  I was so surprised I just followed, not knowing what to say.  He opened a door at the end and led me inside, then shut the door.  It was completely dark except for the moonlight creeping through Venetian blinds.    

“Ah, where are we?” I asked, suddenly feeling extremely nervous.

“Shhh, it’s okay,” he whispered, turning to face me.  He placed his hands on my shoulders and walked me backwards until I ran into something soft and tripped back onto a bed.  I was too shocked to move as he slowly crawled over me and then held still, looking down at my face.

“What are we doing here?” I asked shakily.  My brain couldn’t seem to function fast enough to process the situation, it was still somewhere back at noting that he smelled like Hugo cologne and the moonlight made his blonde hair almost white.
“Some of us guys in the band were talking about which color guard girl we’d like to kiss, and I chose you.”  He said it as if it were the simplest thing in the world, then slowly leaned down and lightly brushed my lips with his.  

He sat back to gauge my reaction, but I was still too surprised to move.  I guess since I didn’t hit him he figured it was okay, and then before I knew it he was kissing me again.  Not that I minded.  About ten seconds later the door came bursting open and Pam came running in.

“Oh my God, Jenna!  Are you okay?”  she shrieked, startling us apart.  I sat up awkwardly, suddenly feeling extremely embarrassed.  

“I’m fine, it’s okay…um, let’s go see who else is here.”  I bolted out the door and down the hall into the kitchen, but before my stomach even stopped feeling like I’d just gotten off a roller coaster I was stopped by yet another guy.   

“Hey there, I don’t know you. I’m Josh.”  He grabbed my lightly arm as I tried to pass, stopping my headlong rush.  He had a sprig of mistletoe and he held it above his mess of dark hair.  “Well?” he smiled and winked at me.  

It was as if I were acting independently of my brain from that point of the night on.  Without even thinking about it I stood on my toes and kissed him.  He looked surprised, but he smiled and held the mistletoe over his head again.  I kissed him again.

“Who is this girl?  I think I like her!”  He looked around at the other people in the room, which is about when I noticed they were there.  At that moment I decided I didn’t care.  I was having fun, and it was exciting to be doing something I knew everyone at church would disapprove of.  And I liked this new girl too.  

That night when I went home after kissing a total of ten guys and one girl during spin-the-bottle, I felt like I was on some sort of high.  It was like I was a different person, not the shy girl I’d been before.  What surprised me the most though was that I didn’t feel at all guilty.  Not then, or any of the many times during my final year and a half of high school when I hooked up with Matt or other guys just to mess around.  Maybe it was because I never heard from my demons again. 

*
*
*
The lovebirds at the fountain decide to go find somewhere more private after all, and migrate from the bench leaving it open to the myriad of pigeons that cover every unoccupied area of the plaza.  Having finished my meal, I decide to go for a walk before heading back to my hostel since it’s only eight o’clock and barely beginning to get dark.  I strike off in the direction of the thinning end of the plaza, where it merges into a street that runs alongside a small river in a gully below.  As I walk along the street watching the white walls of the Albayzín neighborhood above turn purple in the lowering sun, I can’t help but feel as if this experience is tinged with unreality.  The air is filled with the scents of flowers, earth, and summer.  It feels as if I’m here, but here exists out of normal time.  I don’t even try to tell myself that it’s impossible, because it makes me feel safe somehow.  As if I can let myself remember anything, even if it hurts, because once I leave the pain will stay behind in this place; it won’t be able to find itself back to me again. 

I sit on the low stone wall separating the road from the gully, feeling its lingering warmth from the afternoon sun soak into my body.  The little river rushes by below me, tiny and powerful.  I wonder if it carved its way all the way down from the top of the tan stone cliff that rises above it, and how long it took.  Sometimes I feel like parts of my life were like this river; almost impossible to stop once they got going, carving away at who I was so slowly that I didn’t even notice the change for a long time.  My transition away from God happened like that; with each rationalized exploit with a guy I slipped farther away, and I hardly noticed.  Maybe it was because after so many years of panicking whenever it came to being alone with a guy, despite all of my ‘evil’ imaginings of what it would be like, when I finally gave in it was so easy it shocked me.  I wondered why I had ever thought it was such a big deal.  And with no demons telling me I was evil, I slowly stopped praying for forgiveness, which turned into not praying at all.  

Of course, why it was so easy for me to mess around with guys should have concerned me, but I didn’t realize that my reaction to sexual situations wasn’t normal.  The instant things began to get intimate with a guy I absolutely disassociated.  I shut down and backed out of myself, almost as if running on auto-pilot and watching it all happen.  I had to.  If I even started to let my emotions get involved I would start to feel anxious and begin to panic, and need to stop or force myself to keep going by running an inner mantra to stop being stupid and calm down.  But I didn’t understand why I got that way.  It wasn’t anything new, it had been happening forever.  One such instance when I was eleven always stays clear in my mind.

*
*
*
Joy and I were playing at her best friend Angie’s house.  I was always wary of coming with her, since the girls were always trying to get me alone with her brother Joey who was in my class and had a crush on me.  But they had a pool so I usually decided it was worth it.  Besides, he was my first real crush as well—which meant I was always nervous around him and of course didn’t want to be alone with him.  On this particularly hot summer day we were running in the sprinklers in their big backyard, making their huge Newfoundland dog crazy by running and jumping into the pool where he couldn’t follow.  When it was time for lunch we decided to eat it out on their back porch where we’d built a blanket fort earlier.  

“Who wants to come eat with me in here?” I asked, crawling under a TV tray and into the space beneath the folding table.  I could still see out since a whole side was piled up onto the table top.

“I’ll eat with you,” Joey said quickly, crawling under with me. He smiled, little lines forming on the edges of his blue eyes.  I looked quickly out at Joy and Angie, begging with my eyes for them to come eat with us too.

“Have fun!” Joy giggled, as they grabbed the blanked and pulled it down so we were suddenly alone—in a very small space.  I heard their feet padding across the porch as they ran away, and then it was silent.  Too silent.  I had no idea what to say.  

“Don’t pay attention to them, they’re crazy.”  He looked up at me and blushed.  Or maybe it was the sun filtering through the red blanket, but either way it made me nervous. 

“Yeah, little sisters can be really annoying.  So…” I really had no idea what to say, but I couldn’t stand the quiet.

“What?” He almost whispered his voice was so low, and he leaned towards me as he said it.  Something in me snapped.  I absolutely panicked, I was afraid he was going to kiss me or something, and I was so scared I felt like I couldn’t breathe.  

“Joy, Angie, what are you guys up to?” I squeaked.  I grabbed the blanket and threw it back up onto the table, and felt better almost instantly.  Still, I had a strange lingering sense of something being wrong.  “They were probably gonna come get us with squirt guns or something, now we can see them coming.”  I said lamely, knowing it sounded stupid.  He just gave me a funny look and didn’t say anything.  He never mentioned it again, but I still couldn’t help but wonder what was wrong with me.  I was sure none of the other girls in my class would’ve acted that way.  
*
*
*
The sudden ringing of my cell phone jolts me back to the present.  I swing my legs back over onto the road and stand, pulling the phone out of my pocket to answer.  “Hola.”

“Hi, Jenna!”  My mom’s cheerful voice greets me loudly, and I smile as I hold the receiver away from my ear and lower the volume.  “Well, you’re almost home.  How are you doing?” 

“I’m great Mom, I’m in Granada.  Didn’t feel like sitting around Madrid for my last few days.”  I begin to retrace my steps back to my hostel as we talk.  

“That’s fun! Well, I’m on my way to work now, I was just calling to say I love you and I’m excited to see you soon!  Oh, Tío said to say hi, too.”  
“’Kay, tell him hi back and give him a hug for me.  I’ll call from the airport when I leave so you know I’m still on schedule.” 

“Okay, enjoy your last few days there.  Well, I’ve gotta run.  Te amo mucho, Chao!”


“Love you too.  Bye Mom.”  I put the phone back into my pocket, somber mood erased.  Mom always manages to make me feel better; it’s part of why I love her so much.  No matter what, even times when she was hurting, she’s always showed her love for me.  Like the time…no, I don’t want to think about that right now.  I just want to enjoy my light mood; it’s too beautiful a night to think any more difficult thoughts.  


Instead, I reflect on how happy Mom sounded and how wonderful it is to know that at last, she really is.  Her one-year wedding anniversary is in just a few days; it makes me happy too, knowing she’s finally with a man who loves her completely.  A man I’ve called Tío for as long as I can remember.  I smile at the many memories of trying to explain the fact that my new step-dad is also my uncle, since Mom married my birth father’s brother!  It’s still hard for me to believe they’re brothers since they’re absolutely night vs. day.  But there’s no quick way of explaining something like that, so I’m basically to the point of just saying, “I think it’s great.  They’re perfect for each other, and it’s not your life so you don’t need to understand it.”  I’m just happy to finally have a father figure who I know loves me and has always helped watch out for me.  Even if it is a bit too late to make up for my childhood, maybe it’s not too late for me.                      

I breathe in the warm air and look up at the thin crack of sky that’s visible between the tops of the buildings lining the street leading to my hostel.  It’s turning a dark shade of purple, and I can just make out a few faint silver stars.  Even though it’s still early, my mind is tired.  I’ll be up early to see visit the Alhambra tomorrow anyway, so I push open the door to my hostel and walk up to my room to sleep.


The sun wakes me before my alarm, and as I lay blinking it takes me a few seconds to register where I am.  As my gaze rests on my duffel bag in the corner, I remember. I’m in Granada and today I’m going to see the famed Alhambra palace, all that’s left unspoiled of the Arabian empire that once dominated Spain.  As I dig out clothes and put them on, I realize that this is the last full day I have to enjoy this country.  It’s going to be strange going home after so long; I’m not sure I’m ready to leave this place of introspection, but maybe by tomorrow I will be.  I still have a lot to sort through today though.  

Taking a deep breath of the warm morning air, I leave the hostel and walk up the steep street leading to the Alhambra’s gates.  The shouts of young children playing tag in an alley catches my attention, and I stand at its entrance watching them as I eat a croissant from a street vendor.  A hint of sadness marks my smile as I close my eyes and listen to the sounds of their laughter.  It sounds like happiness, like innocence.  I can’t remember a time when I was innocent; I was too young when it was taken away.  

Continuing on, it doesn’t take me long to reach the large keyhole-shaped gate of the palace.  Its exterior of rough tan stone and plain rectangular buildings surprise me since I’ve seen a few postcards of its beautiful interior.  It reminds me of how one can never really tell what a place, or person, is like from their outside.  As I enter into the walled courtyard, I consider how true this is of me.  I’ve always worked so hard at seeming okay, even when I was screaming inwardly.  It’s taken time, but now I know that sometimes it’s okay to let myself fall apart; I don’t need to hide my pain, it’s okay to let it out.
I join a group of about fifty tourists who are milling about the sunny courtyard taking pictures and chatting in a variety of languages.  In a few minutes a guide comes out and says that those with 10:00 tickets can enter now, and I’m swept into the door with the surging crowd.  It’s even more amazing than I’d imagined; as I drift from room to courtyard, my mind struggles come up with words to express the beauty that surrounds me.  All of the walls are white stone carved with intricate Arabic words, flowers, and swirling or geometric patterns so that they look like lace.  There are forests of thin ornate pillars holding up wooden ceilings carved with stars and inlaid with gold, statued fountains and cool reflecting pools.  
Near the end of the tour I find myself in the most breathtaking room I’ve ever seen.  The walls are colorfully tiled to chest height then rise to a high ceiling in the most intricate pattern of carved stone geometric figures in the entire palace.  There are three inlets on each wall with tall arched lattice-work windows allowing the sunlight to cast mesmerizing patterns of light and shadow onto the floor.  I sit down on one of the chairs placed between the inlets, unable to remove myself from the room’s hypnotic peace.
Suddenly the high pitched voice of a woman with frizzy auburn hair and a fanny pack catches my attention.  She is standing in the middle of the room talking to her portly graying husband who sports a “Granada” t-shirt.  
“Honey.  Hey!”  She pokes him and he turns to face her.  “Did we get charged for breakfast at the hotel?”  

I stare in disbelief as he shrugs in answer and they exit.  As if that even matters in this place!  It amazes me how oblivious people can be.  They don’t understand what it means that this is a Spanish tour site instead of an Arabic one.  An entire people were forced out of this beautiful place; I can’t even imagine how much that must have hurt.  This present feeling of peace is the result of past suffering.   

I close my eyes and lean my head against the cool tiles behind me.  I can feel where my mind is going and it scares me; it always does.  But this time I can’t stop myself, I need to let this anger and pain out.  This seems like the perfect place, it’s known so much pain that I’m sure it can handle a little more.  Maybe then I can leave it here like so much ancient dust.  Eyes still closed, I take a deep breath of the musty air and let my thoughts drift back to the day my triangle sides of fathers, God, and sexuality slammed together with a force I’m still reeling from three years later.

*
*
*
I was eighteen and home for Christmas after my first semester of college.  Mom gave me a book of poetry called Cry Uncle  by Nancy Hobson, an incest survivor.  It was so that I could understand her better since she’d spent the past few years dealing with repressed memories of sexual abuse by her grandfather.  Instead, I got a frightening new understanding of myself.  As I turned the pages I read poems I could’ve written, about fears of men and relationships, buried insecurities and pain.  I copied a few that were especially eerie into my journal.
…So little of me participates in life.  

Most of who I am is on the inside,

Safely tucked away, hiding even from me.

Sharing those vulnerable places 

means removing layer after layer

of who I am not, pretty smiles in shining armor.

This takes time, and energy.

If you don’t have the patience

To wait while I unfold, you leave.

Sometimes even as I’m almost me, but not quite.

I don’t trust you to stay anyway.

Too much trouble and there’s no guarantee, 

that what I find, when I find myself,

will be of any value to you.  

Don’t leave me-

I will die.

I know-

I’ve done it 

before. 

The poems made me feel strange.  I felt like some bit of understanding was lurking just out of my reach.  They made me start thinking of my own insecurities when it came to guys, of my strange early sexual fixations, and a disturbingly recurring nightmare that I began to wonder whether was a dream after all.  I’m lying in my crib in the dark when a door opens across the room; the silhouette of a man is standing in the doorway with light shining in from behind him.  He takes a step forward and I’m suddenly very uneasy and afraid…then I wake up.  
A week later I was putting something in my mom’s room when I saw her journal lying out on the bedside table.  To this day I’m not entirely sure why I did it, but I picked it up and opened it to the last entry.  What I read made me forget to breathe.  She wrote that she’d seen my journal downstairs and it was so pretty she’d picked it up and opened it.  She read what I’d written about relating so strongly to the poems and questioning my dream, and she’d started thinking about it, and remembered signs I’d shown that I too had suffered sexual abuse.  That’s all I remember, because part way into reading how she realized what had happened, something deep within me snapped.  I started to cry, harsh racking sobs torn from some unknown place I never knew it existed, and I couldn’t control it.  Maybe it was good that I was the only one home, because I would have panicked anyone around.    

I felt like I was being torn apart; some buried pain was twisting and ripping inside of me, fighting to get out.  I ran into my room, curled myself around my stuffed hippo, and experienced the first body memory of my life.  I felt hands touching me: running along my sides, down my back, between my legs.  They were bigger than physically possible—it was as if I were a very small child.  I screamed and tried to push the sensation away but I couldn’t, I could only rock back and forth tightly curled into a ball.  I was dying, I had to be.  I wanted to be.  I was paralyzed with fear, confusion, and anger.  I raged at God, swore at him and asked him why; I was just a child, I didn’t deserve this hell.  
Hell…demons.  My demons—the awful realization hit with a force that stopped my shaking breaths.  There never were any actual demons, they were just beings that my child’s mind created in order to deal with the sexual thoughts I didn’t understand.  I wasn’t ready to face the pain that caused them, but I could face ‘demons,’ since they fit in with what I believed about God.  I believed God would help me, that His angels would watch over me, when in reality… I’d never felt so betrayed.  I wanted Mom to be there, to hold me and make me stop hurting, to tell me what was happening, what happened.  I wasn’t even angry at her for reading my journal; we were even after all.  I just wanted, needed, to feel loved.
*
*
*
I open my eyes, bringing the room into focus and my self back into the present.  A tear slides down my cheek and falls to the floor as I lean over to pick up my backpack.  It’s fitting, a concrete symbol of the pain I’m leaving behind.  I think it’s a good sign that I don’t cry more than that.  It means I’m healing.  I used to break into tears at the mere thought of that first experience, and all of the fear would come rushing back.  Now I just feel a lingering sadness mixed with a resolve not to let my fears control me anymore.  
As I leave the room and enter the Generalife gardens I feel lighter somehow.  I breathe in the rose-scented air and wander over to a small reflecting pool, seat myself on the warm grass, and look down at my reflection.  “Hola otra vez” I whisper to myself.  Hi again.  I’m still not sure who the woman looking back at me is, but it strikes me that it’s a woman’s face, not a little girl’s.  That means I made it, I survived even when I wasn’t sure I could or wanted to in those months after my first buried memory.   I was lucky to have my mom as a confidant; she too is a survivor and gave me strength to face my past.  

*
*
*
By the time mom came home that terrible evening, I knew I still had more tears to cry, but they were no longer being forced from within me beyond my control.  I was so afraid when I crept into her room and sat on the bed next to her; I didn’t know what to say, what she’d think.  In the end, I didn’t have to say much at all.

“Mom, um, I…” I looked over at her, into the face that is a practical mirror of my own, my eyes still red from crying all afternoon, and she knew.  

“Oh Jenna, I’m so sorry…” She put her arms around me and rocked me against her chest, and I started crying again.  “Baby, I’m so sorry, I should’ve known, I should’ve seen…I should’ve kept you safe and I didn’t.”  She hugged me tighter and started crying too.

“Shhh, mom, it’s not your fault.  You didn’t know…it’s okay.”  It hurt me to see her blaming herself like that.  I could imagine how she must feel, how I would feel if it were my daughter.   

  “No, I should’ve known why you girls never wanted me to leave…should’ve recognized the signs when you were little…but I hadn’t even faced my own abuse then, so I couldn’t see it happening to you…I’m so sorry…”  

“But I know now, so I’ll be okay.  So much of how I am makes sense now…I mean, it hurts, and I wish it didn’t happen, but now I can get past it.  I don’t think I want to remember anything else, though.  Is that okay?  Can I stop it?”
“I’m sorry, but that’s now how it works, baby.  It’s not going to be easy for a while…sometimes memories just come out of nowhere.  It’s like, once your mind is ready to remember it’s going to want to process it all.  You were so young, though, you might not ever remember anything very specific.”  She turned to face me and started talking quickly, as if she felt some compelling need to make me believe she would make sure I was going to be okay.  “I believe you, though, I want you to know that.  And I’m here for you, and I know a great counselor for you to talk to, and I have some really good books you can read.”  
“But Mom, I’m not sure I want to talk to anyone else.  Can’t it just be enough to know something happened to me and that’s why I react to things like I do?  I can talk to you, and journal…I’ll be okay.”  

“Why don’t you just try going to a counselor and we’ll see how it goes.  I really think you should.  I just…well, I love you and I’m so sorry…and I wish I could take this away for you…”  

“I know, so do I.”  I wrapped my arms around her and laid my head on her shoulder, letting her hold me as if I were a little girl again until both of our tears had stopped.  

*
*
*
My reflection shimmers and disappears as frenzied goldfish surface to fight for the bread crumbs I toss into the pool.  Glancing at my watch I’m surprised to see that it’s already 1:00.  I get up and stretch, then take a short walk around the rest of the rose gardens before leaving to find some lunch.  I head back to the plaza, noting that the group of children playing tag must have moved onto other things by now.  The streets are beginning to empty, leaving mainly tourists wandering around as the Spaniards move indoors for la descansa, the traditional daily period of rest.  Still, the cafés never seem to close so it isn’t difficult to find a quaint little place on the shaded side of the plaza.  I order hummus and a lamb pita wrap, deciding to go with the traditional Arabic foods as long as I’m here.  I smile as the waiter asks if I’m from England, having learned that a guess of any country besides America is a compliment to my language ability.  

Seated on a nearby bench is a girl who looks about sixteen.  Her long black hair shines in the sunlight, accenting her cherry red pants and cutoff tank top.  I think she could be truly beautiful if she weighed more than about seventy pounds.  Por Dios, eat a sandwich and keep it down, I mutter to myself.  About three seconds later the incongruence of that statement hits me.  Who am I to judge?  It doesn’t take long for a tired internal debate with my self to begin.  

But I didn’t do it because of weight—oh, ‘cuz that makes it better—I couldn’t help it, I needed to feel something else—right, and you couldn’t have picked running or something?—It needed to be immediate, needed to hurt—running could hurt—I needed pain I could control—But you’re not in control—I needed to try—you could’ve tried facing the pain—it hurt too much—rationalizing yourself to yourself is a bad sign you know—yeah I know.  
Sometimes I wonder if I’ve turned myself mildly schizophrenic.  The past few years have been a confusion of wanting to deal with the pain in my past and wanting to ignore it.  Unfortunately, I chose the path of ignoring at first, and I’m still dealing with the consequences of my decision.  After that first talk with my mom I did go to a counselor a few times, but I didn’t like it.  I felt like she was trying to get me to talk about things I didn’t have words for, and I was afraid that talking about it would release another memory.  I didn’t want to remember anything else; I just wanted to move on with life.  Life, however, seemed to join forces with the hidden recesses of my mind, and they had no intention of letting me forget.   
*
*
*
It had been six months since my hellish experience over Christmas break, and I was home for the summer.  It was late at night but I wasn’t tired yet, so I decided to take a bubble bath in the Jacuzzi tub before bed.  I thought I’d done a good job of holding myself together in the aftermath of confusion and anger at God, and at my birth father, who I somehow knew was at the root of it.  I hadn’t told anyone besides Mom, and no one had asked me any stupid ‘Are you okay?’ questions, so I decided I must have it under control.  That was my first mistake.

I slid into the warm water and stretched out, leaning my head back on the cool ceramic.  The bubbles tickled my nose and I sneezed, so I sat up to move them away from my face.  My elbow brushed against a wet washcloth that had been sitting on the edge and it slid down into the water, running lightly along my side and coming to a stop on the small of my back.  It might as well have been an electrical cord for the sudden shock that went through my body.  I jerked and pulled my legs up to meet my chest, sending currents of water swirling around like the touch of invisible hands.  

I closed my eyes and tried to stop the scary memories from coming, but I couldn’t.  A rapid montage of sensations and images came at me without any decipherable order.  Shhhh, shhhh…a hand running down my chest…the sound of water splashing…Shhhhh…the smell of cologne, the same scent that made me uncomfortable as a child…the coppery taste of blood in my mouth…Shhhh.  
I sat in the warm water shivering and crying, trying to get a hold on myself, to regain control of my own mind.  It probably only lasted a minute, but it felt as if time had gone out for a cocktail.  When I could move I got out, put on my pajamas, went down to the darkened kitchen and ate half a bag of corn chips, a dozen wafer cookies, some leftover spaghetti, and some frozen yoghurt.  Food had always been a comfort to me, but this time it didn’t make me feel any better.  I still hurt inside, and I didn’t want to feel it anymore.  I wanted to feel something, anything, else, and pain seemed like the best option.  Pain I caused, pain I could control.  I’d heard of people cutting themselves, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that.  Making myself throw up seemed like the next best thing, so I tried it. 
First I took off the amethyst ring mom gave me when I was twelve, since I couldn’t handle the thought of tainting it.  I knew she would be really upset if she found out what I was doing to myself.  Forcing myself wasn’t as easy as I’d thought it would be since I had no idea how to do it.  I ended up cutting the back of my throat with my fingernails, and afterwards I couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror.  Still, I felt somehow…better, more focused on the now since it took my mind’s focus to do.  I also felt a nagging disgust with myself, but I decided I preferred that to the strange sense of pain and fear, of watching the world through a pane of glass, that my memories left me with.  At first I didn’t do it very often, since my repressed memories didn’t surface very frequently.  It wouldn’t be until later, when I got into a serious intimate relationship, that I began to lose the control I thought I had over myself.    

*
*
*

I look down and notice that I’ve somehow managed to finish eating my lunch without even realizing it.  The girl is gone now, along with some of the anger at myself for what I’d done to mask my pain.  I know it wasn’t good, but at the time it was what I felt I needed to do.   

I get up and stretch, then head in the direction of the whitewashed Albayzín neighborhood that rises above the plaza across from the Alhambra.  I like that I have nothing I need to do on this trip, no one to accommodate but me, so I’m free to lose myself in my thoughts and the maze of thin cobblestone streets.  I saw an overlook from the plaza, so I begin taking a random course that leads upwards, choosing those paths with the most beautiful patterns.  I’ve never seen such beautiful streets, made of smooth black and white stones laid into swirling designs and images of birds, fish, and flowers.  A long spiral leads me to an arched doorway, light spilling out onto the street otherwise shadowed by tall apartments that line it.  Inside is a public garden dedicated to a blind writer who lived in Granada long ago.  The scent of lilies and the sound of splashing water greet me as I enter and look around the small walled terrace.  I take a seat on a bench next to a stone fountain and close my eyes, soaking in the late afternoon sun.  

When I open my eyes they come to rest on a single white tile painted with the phrase, “No hay nada como la pena de ser ciego en Granada.”  There is nothing like the pain of being blind in Granada.  I smile sadly, wishing it were true.  But I’ve felt greater pain, and caused it as well.  It still makes me sad to think of the hurt I caused the first man who really loved me, because I couldn’t separate him from the pain we helped each other get past.  Mike, my third boyfriend and the first who had the patience to make me be honest with him.  It took two months for me to agree to go out with him, because I was afraid he would love me too much to let me distance myself in sexual situations, and I knew what would happen if he didn’t.  
*
*
*

It was late and Mike was walking me back to my dorm from a house party that had been pure torture for me.  He’d kept looking at me with his deep brown eyes, and I knew what he wanted.  I knew how much he loved me, even though I still wondered how that was possible after knowing him for only a few months.  I was worried it was because I was the first girl who liked him for who he was, who chased after him when he was depressed about things in his life and tried to run away, who kissed his cuts and told him he was worth more than that, let him cry and talk about the hidden scars on his soul.  I could understand, having my own hidden pain even though it was different from his.  It scared me that even knowing what I’d been though in my past he still wanted me.  While part of me wanted to accept his love, another part was afraid to.  All of these thoughts were running through my slightly intoxicated mind as he walked me up the stairs to my room and pulled me down into the bean bag chair we’d curled up on and talked in so many times before.  

“Please, Jenna, just give me a chance…”  He traced my face lightly with one finger, his other hand wrapped around my waist as I lay facing him.  

“I, I don’t know…I’m just scared, you know my issues with guys.  I’m so messed up, all these memories I don’t understand, and I don’t know what will happen…I’ve told you how I get with guys.  It’s like I’m not even there, even just kissing, it’s never felt like it means anything, and I don’t want to hurt you…”  A single tear slid down my cheek and he brushed it off.

“I know.  That’s why you need me.  I can help you through it all, and be here for you no matter what, and let you cry…I love you Jenna, I do.”  

“I know, I…”  Something in me crumbled and I just couldn’t tell him no again.  I was scared, but I wanted to feel real love from a man.  I wanted him to be able to heal my pain, even though deep inside I had a feeling that it was going to be unfair.  He would love me and help me deal with my problems, but I wouldn’t be able to love him as much as he loved me.  I didn’t know how to let myself love a man.  In the end, I feared I would hurt him.  Still, I couldn’t bring myself to tell him no.  “Okay, I’ll give us a chance.”  His smile was so honest it almost broke my heart.

He leaned in and kissed me gently.  “Did that feel any different?”  

“Yes,” I lied.  A brief shadow passed over his eyes, and I think he knew.  I just wanted so much for it to be true—but with that first kiss, I knew I would hurt him.     

“That’s because I really care about you.”  He kissed me again, and I knew he would let me.
*
*
*

I blink and realize I’ve been staring vacantly at the tile for a few minutes and my eyes are beginning to hurt from the sunlight reflecting off its shiny surface.  I feel as if I’m in a place between the present and the past, since my mind is still sifting through memories of being with Mike.  I shift my gaze to the water splashing down into the petal-flecked water of the fountain, letting my thoughts flow out like the mesmerizing ripples.   

*
*
*
It took me a month before I was able to let myself be at all intimate with him beyond just kissing, because I was afraid.  It was different than being with those random guys in high school, or my few boyfriends who I dated just to see what it would be like, because Mike wouldn’t let me distance myself.  He didn’t want me to remove myself mentally from him; he wanted all of me there to experience the love in his touch.  It was hard at first, and sometimes I still shut down, but at first he could usually tell and it hurt him.  

“Why do you do that, Jenna?  Why can’t you just trust me, let yourself love me?” he asked one evening, after I’d been particularly out of it.  

“I don’t know, but sometimes I just can’t do it.  I can’t be here because it makes me afraid, and I don’t know why.  I hate that I can’t understand it, so I know there’s no way you can.  It’s like something is blocked in me, and I just can’t love you like I know you deserve.  I’m sorry, I was afraid I’d be too messed up for this, I told you that.” 

“Shh, no you’re not.  It’s okay, you’re not too messed up and I don’t want to leave you.  Just…I wish I knew how to help.”

“I know, I’m sorry…I’ll try harder.”  But I knew I couldn’t, so I became an artist at pretending to be into sexual things when often I wasn’t at all.  Eventually he could hardly ever tell.  Even when I could see doubt in his eyes, I didn’t want to hurt him by admitting I wasn’t as in love with him as he was with me, so I didn’t tell him.  I was always affectionate towards him, and kept helping him through his own difficult issues.  I hated the way I couldn’t let go and love him, but I just couldn’t.  Even though I felt safe in his arms and I knew his love and patience were slowly helping me to heal.  

*

One night about six months into our relationship Mike was being especially caring and gentle with me since I’d had having an off day, having dreamed of the silhouette in the doorway again.  We were in his dorm room and he went to turn off the light, then he came back to the bed and sat down next to where I was lying.  He ran his fingers through my hair and then down my arms, then back up and down my sides.  I know he was just trying to be soothing, but the second his fingers slipped just under the band of my jeans and ran across my stomach, I froze.  I felt inexplicably panicky and that familiar twisting fear began to spread throughout my body.  I curled in on myself, rolled onto my side facing away from him, and started to cry.  

“Jenna?  Baby, what’s wrong?”  he asked, concern in his voice.  This wasn’t the first time he’d seen me this way.  Over the course of our time together, I’d probably had these random panic attacks a dozen times.  

“I don’t know.  I’m sorry…It’s not your fault, it’s just…”

“Shh, it’s okay.”  He laid down and put his arms around me.  “I’m here, Jenna.  It’s okay to cry.  I just wish I could fix this for you.”

“You’re helping, you are.  I’m just…you shouldn’t have to deal with this.”  “Neither should you, baby.  It’s not your fault…you’ll be okay.”

As I leaned into the safety of his arms and cried out my fear, I couldn’t help 
but feel that I didn’t deserve him.  I knew he shouldn’t be with someone who was unable to return such honest love.  Maybe I was just selfish in staying with him, but in part I was just hoping I could learn to really be in love with him, because I cared about him so much.  Also, as time went by, my panic attacks became less frequent as I stopped trying to hold them back and just let the memories escape.  I thought that once I was better, normal, then I would be able to let myself love him.  Slowly though, I discovered that wasn’t going to happen.
*


Even with how gentle and caring Mike was with me, it took me until our one-year anniversary before I felt ready to sleep with him.  I was afraid of how I would react, since just wrestling around and having my clothes pulled in the wrong way could still set off a panic attack.  In the end, that fear is what made me decide that I needed to have sex if only to stop being afraid of it.  I was tired of being afraid, and I knew that Mike would make it okay.  He would be gentle and understanding and make me feel safe my first time.  Part of me felt guilty for that reasoning, since I was beginning to decide that I wasn’t going to be able to stay with Mike for much longer.  It was a sad irony, but because he was getting me though so much pain I wouldn’t be able to separate him from it in the end.  I would never be able to be intimate with him without remembering all of the hurt I’d gone through, and I would never be able to explain that to him, since it barely made sense to me even though I knew it to be true.  

I was right about sleeping with him.  He was absolutely gentle with me, and I was okay.  I didn’t have any fears or memories creep up on me, and afterwards I felt like something inside of me was somehow healed.  I held him close and kissed him, and told him I loved him, and I was telling the truth.  But in that moment I realized it was different than an “in love” sort, it was deeper and more honest, an “I’d go through hell with you because you did it for me” sort of love.  I knew then that I was going to have to tell him, but I didn’t know how.  I didn’t want to hurt him, but I knew I was going to.  Part of me thought I could go to Spain and see how I was without him; maybe I would change my mind and find I could fall in love with him.    

* 
*
*
A light tap on my shoulder brings me back to the present, and I turn to see a stout German man with a graying beard standing next to me.  He says something I don’t understand, but with the hand gestures I figure he wants me to move so he can get a clear picture of the fountain.  I’ve spent enough time here anyway, so I lean over to pluck a small pink flower then get up and leave the garden with one final glance at the message on the tile.  I have a lingering sense of sadness from thinking about Mike.  Still, I can’t bring myself to regret my time with him even though I know it hurt him terribly when I called a month into my semester here and told him I needed to be alone again to figure myself out.  So here I am, four months later, still trying to do just that.  

I continue along the shadowy road, and in a few minutes I discover that it runs directly into the overlook I saw from the plaza.  It’s covered with the same spiraling rock designs as the road, and is ringed with a low wall that several tourists are using as a bench to look out over the city.  Directly across the skyline sits the Alhambra, the snow-capped Sierra Nevada rising up behind it.  I seat myself on the wall, and taking in the beauty around me I’m filled with a sense of peace.  Fingering the flower in my hand, it strikes me that I really must be letting go of the hurts I’ve held inside for so long.  

The laughter of a little girl on the other side of the overlook draws my attention, and I look up to see her sitting on the shoulders of her Gypsy father.  Her long dark hair tickles his face as she leans forward, spreading her arms as if she’s a soaring bird.  He looks up at her and laughs as well, and begins jogging in slow circles, careful not to let her fall as she flaps her imaginary wings.  I feel a familiar pang in the region of my heart, one that seems to be reserved for the sadness that comes over me when I see a father who truly loves his daughter.  Maybe I still have some old hurts buried inside after all.  I can’t help but feel a hollow sense of longing when I think about the fatherly love I never experienced from Al or Jorge.  Sometimes I wonder how I can miss something so much when I never even had it.  Looking at the happy pair, I recall one time when I did get a hint of fatherly affection, even if it wasn’t from a real dad.  It came from the only man in my life I’ve always felt safe around and trusted completely, as strange as it may sound.    
*
*
*

Just before leaving for Spain I was working as a receptionist for my chiropractor, Dr. Westby, who I’d been seeing since I was a toddler.  He’d always struck me as being a bit fatherly the way he cared about me, asking how I was doing and what was going on in my life, and if I wanted to talk, listening to hard things I was going through.  Working there made me smile because he would always tell me how happy he was that I was there and how my smile brightened his day.  I don’t think he ever knew how much those few comments meant to me.  One evening after work, I was finishing up some copies before I left and he came to say good bye.  I’ll never forget how his words made me feel.

“You know, Jenna, I just want you to know that you’re a really beautiful person.  And I don’t mean just on the outside.  You have such a sweet spirit, and I think you’re wonderful.  I hope you know no guy will ever be good enough for you in my eyes.  Although, I suppose you hear that all the time.”  He smiled at me and paused for a second.  “No, I should never assume anything.  I just want you to know I think you’re amazing.”  

“Thank you,” I said, feeling like I was going to cry as I gave him a hug.  Once he left, I did cry a bit—I couldn’t help it.  I’d never even heard anything like that from either of my dads, and it made me sad.  Still, I felt happy as well, knowing that he thought I was amazing, since I didn’t doubt that he cared about me like I did with my birth father or Al. 

As I drove home I reflected on the third and most recent father in my life, Tío, who I knew would like to be a real father to me.  He was hesitant though, waiting for a sign from me that I wanted him to take on that role, knowing I was no longer a little girl and needed to make the choice for myself.  I could see it in the way he looked at me with such caring in his eyes, and I could feel it in his hug and whispered, “Te quiero.”  Still, I didn’t know how to show him I wanted a father figure, and since I’d never really had a good one before I couldn’t help but feel apprehensive.        

*
*
*
The clicking of castanets snaps me back into the present and I look up to see a Gypsy woman wearing a swirling green dress and a cherry red scarf begin dancing flamenco on a board.  A man at her side plays the guitar as she whirls, stomps, and claps, black eyes sparkling in the evening sun.  Tourists begin to crowd around, snapping pictures as if she’s dancing for them, failing to see the rapture in those dark eyes.  To me, it seems that in this moment she’s dancing for herself, for the pure joy of it.  It looks like a form of worship, of expressing her gratitude to whatever deity gave her the ability to dance. I think she has the right idea, and as the distant ringing of cathedral bells reaches my ears, I can’t help but feel God will look more favorably on her than on the people seated in the musty church below.

I can’t be sure though, because after my experience with the dangers of fixed beliefs in God, I no longer let myself have any.  Over the course of my time here in Spain I’ve begun talking to God again for the first time since I discovered the truth about my demons.  It took me a while, but I’ve stopped being angry at Him for what happened to me.  I know it wasn’t His fault, just like it wasn’t mine.  It took a bit longer to stop blaming Him for my bulimia, though.  I felt that I only did that since I could no longer turn to Him, feeling as betrayed as I did.  I’ve still got to work on letting go my guilt over doing that to myself.

I let the flower sail away in the wind and sigh, wishing I could just enjoy the beauty around me.  Still, I know my questions involving myself and God are the last ones I need to resolve on this trip, or at least begin to, so I let my thoughts go.  Even though I no longer blame God for it, I know I’ll be dealing with bulimia for the rest of my life.  Whenever I’m faced with buried memories, or during emotional times when I feel haunted by the ghosts of my past, I’ll struggle.  I know how dangerous it was while I was with Mike.  Torn between facing my pain and burying it, I went through times of daily purging.  Over my time in Spain I’ve been working on it, and letting out my feelings instead of covering them is helping.  Surprisingly, talking to God again is helping as well; it’s been so long since I’ve done that.  
It’s better now that the way I think about God has changed.  When I was younger, I kept Him in a box of what I believed about Him.  He was loving, He hated all sin and would send me to hell for it, He wanted me to be good and I wasn’t.  It made me afraid of Him, and I don’t want that anymore.  So, I let Him out of the box to be whoever He is, and I’ll be whoever I am.  I’ll talk to Him, but I won’t make any assumptions about how He will respond to what I say.  For now, it’s enough that I believe in God, and trust that it’s enough for Him too. 

As I watch the city of Granada turn purple in the slowly setting sun, I can’t help but feel as if parts of me are fading as well.  The parts I’ve been holding onto for so long without realizing that I don’t need them.  I don’t need to hold on to my pain to understand myself anymore; it may have molded me but I don’t need to let it define me.  I close my eyes and breathe in the cooling air, feeling drained but content.  I know it’s barely 9:00, but my mind is tired.  I get up and slowly make my way back down the narrow streets to the plaza, stopping for an empanada to eat on my way to the hostel.  When I reach my room I put on my pajamas and slide into bed, leaving the window open to the stars.  
The sunlight streaming into the room wakes me again, but this time I smile lightly as I lay blinking into its rays.  I feel so much lighter than I did yesterday morning, having sorted through all of the things that I’ve let burden me over the years.  Today is the day for putting myself back together, I think, as I get out of bed and stretch.  It’s 8:00, and my bus leaves at 10:00 to take me back to Madrid and home.  I dig through my bag and under the bed for clothes to wear, wondering how I managed to get my things strewn all over the room in just a few days time.  Although I managed to do it with bits of my life as well, so I really shouldn’t be so surprised.  

As I begin gathering up my things and putting them back into my bag, a sudden thought hits me.  Why do I need to keep the pieces my life zipped into one place like the cloths in this bag?  I freeze with a sock in my hand and sit on the edge of the bed as that idea runs through my mind.  Then I feel my face break into a smile that turns into a laugh, and before I know it I’m practically choking on a mixture of laughing and crying, combined with a strange releasing feeling in my chest.  I’m so excited I don’t know what to do, so I run over to the window and lean my head out, gulping in the fresh air and looking out at the blue sky as if I’m seeing it for the first time.  Why didn’t I understand this before?  

In that moment it hit me—I didn’t need to put myself back together, that had been my problem the whole time.  Trying to keep myself in a box just like I’d done with God, although in my case it was a triangle.  I thought I had to figure out who I was, and then I’d be okay, when the real peace lies in not knowing and accepting myself for that mystery.  In loving all the parts of me just as they are, without trying to hold them together.  As I gather up my things and leave the hostel, the feeling that I’ve just discovered what I came here to figure out stays with me, and I smile the entire way to the bus station.  

I have a window seat again, and just as on my way to Granada I find myself staring at my reflection, thinking about that unholy trinity I thought framed my life.  I touch my hand to the window as the woman in the glass copies me.  You did it to yourself, you know, I whisper.  In trying to understand the pain in my life I created a mental triangle that made sense to me, not knowing I was holding myself within it.  But no longer.  I’m letting the pieces of me go where they will.  Some will never come back, and I’m glad for that.  While I know I might struggle with sexual fears for my entire life, I’m not holding onto any guilt or pain anymore.  I’m talking to God again, without the burden of anger or blame.  And as for my fathers, I’m letting go of the hurt from my past so that I can let myself be healed by the man who wants to love me like a daughter.  When I get home, I’ll find a way to tell Tío that I want him to be the father I never had, even though I’m no longer a little girl.  Suddenly, I can’t wait to get home.  
I’ve been staring at my reflection in the bus window for so long that I don’t recognize myself anymore…but the woman in the glass, whoever she is, is smiling.    
