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Mrs. Beverley Panikkar let me write stories all day every day in 
Grade 2 and told me I would be a writer one day. I told her years 
later that if I ever wrote a book, I would dedicate it to the space, 

presence, and attunement she gave to the children she taught.  
So here you go, Bev. And thank you.

Made possible by Eve, Aila, and Amy,  
who have rewritten my life.  

I love witnessing your stories unfold,  
and you with them.
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Preface

“Living backwards!” Alice repeated in great astonishment. “I never heard 
of such a thing!”

“—but there’s one great advantage in it, that one’s memory works both 
ways.”

“I’m sure mine only works one way,” Alice remarked. “I can’t remember 
things before they happen.”

“It’s a poor sort of memory that only works backwards,” the Queen remarked.

—Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass

The working title of this book was “Living Backwards,” inspired by the 
Queen’s suggestion to Alice that memory can work more than one 
way. “Living Backwards,” though, sounds like a memoir that covers 
the scope of a lifetime. If this were a memoir or an autobiography, 
it would be woefully incomplete. I am both far luckier than these essays 
would imply if they were read as a map of my life, and I have experi-
enced more trauma than I have given chapters to.

I originally wrote these essays as stand-alone pieces. I wrote some of 
them over many years, in some cases decades, abandoning them for 
long stretches, unsure if I had the courage to finish them or if they had 
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a place in the world. As the essays began to shape themselves into a 
book, I realized that the connective tissue between them was a dialogue 
that was occurring between two very different time frames in my life. 
The past was affecting how I moved through the world, while present 
life was affecting how the past moved through me.

I’ve been acutely aware that my childhood experiences inform my 
current life. I have, until recently, been less conscious of the power of 
my adult life to inform my relationship to my memories. When I was 
lucky enough to have experiences in adulthood that echoed pivotal, 
difficult memories, and to have those experiences go another, better 
way than they had in the past, my relationship to those memories 
shifted. The meaning of long-ago experiences transformed in the con-
text of the ever-changing present.

The past and present, I have come to realize, are in constant dialogue, 
acting upon one another in a kind of reciprocal pressure dance.

When I first met concussion specialist Dr.  Michael Collins, after 
three and a half years of suffering from post-concussive syndrome, 
he said, “If you remember only one thing from this meeting, remem-
ber this: run towards the danger.” In order for my brain to recover 
from a traumatic injury, I had to retrain it to strength by charging 
towards the very activities that triggered my symptoms. This was a 
paradigm shift for me—to greet and welcome the things I had previ-
ously avoided.

As I recovered from my concussion, “run towards the danger” became 
a kind of incantation for me in relation to the rest of my life. I began to 
hear it as a challenge to take on the project of addressing and question-
ing my own narratives.
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What follows are some of the most dangerous stories of my life: the 
ones I have avoided, the ones I haven’t told, the ones that have kept 
me awake on countless nights. These are stories that have haunted 
and directed me, unwittingly, down circuitous paths. As these stories 
found echoes in my adult life, and then went another, better way than 
they did in childhood, they became lighter and easier to carry.

These stories don’t add up to a portrait of a life, or even a snapshot of 
one. They are about the transformative power of an ever-evolving 
relationship to memory. Telling them is a form of running towards 
the danger.
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