
Garlic breath and the Top of the World: some stuff I write when I’m asked to write about life 
 
Life is the period of time when your heart will beat like the muscle’s drinking small little sips of 
itself. It’s a time when you might have explosive diarrhea one day and meet the love of your life the 
next. One of the things you might encounter in life is garlic breath, which feels like being haunted by 
spice that wafted from an apartment kitchen and then got stuck in an elevator shaft for seven years. 
Or the experience of getting drunk on wine, a dreamy and smooth incapacitation, which personally 
I’m in love with. And there will be early mornings when you wake up and can still see the stars in the 
gray morning sky and it’s so f*cking periwinkle that you can’t even believe it and because there’s no 
one to see it with you, you convince yourself it was a dream. 
 
When I was a kid, there was a place in our neighborhood we called the Top of the World, a lookout 
spot at the top of the biggest pain-in-the-ass hill on those dirt roads. You could see all the way out 
to Denver from it. I remember pretending and truly trying to convince my parents that I could see 
Disneyworld from there (it’s embarrassing that that was the place I chose as somewhere special to 
focus on, now that I look down on Brazilians who go through the US visa process just to get to 
Orlando). The promise of Powerbars at the Top of the World was how my parents would convince 
my brother and me to exercise. A few years ago, someone built a house right in that spot and there’s 
no view anymore when I go back home, just an expanse of green vinyl siding. 
 
The biggest compliment I’ve ever gotten was when my third-grade teacher told me, clearly stressed 
out when I ran into her in the bathroom, after asking me if I’d be okay staying in the third-fourth 
grade class rather than the fourth-fifth the following year, that she’d like to be friends with me 
someday. I later learned she was probably being cheated on by her girlfriend at the time. My reaction 
then was a kid’s reaction, because what else was it gonna be? I think I said, “Aren’t we friends 
already?” But I remember having a sense even then of what a gift it was to be told that. 
 
The strangers I identify with the most are always little kids in superhero shirts. The word for 
“foreigner” in Portuguese sounds like the word for “stranger” in English. Last May, I saw an old guy 
get off a bus with who I assume was his wife – she was carrying a stack of what looked like metal 
shelf supports and he was shouting, in English, “Dance! Dance! Dance! Dance! Dance! Dance! 
Dance!” In July, in the middle of one of the main shopping plazas, I saw a red little girl’s dress with 
“SMILE” written on it tacked to a tree with a note: “Se você precisar, é seu. Nina.” “If you need it, 
it’s yours. Nina.” Once, waiting at a bus stop with an American friend, a street performer walked up 
to us speaking Spanish, thinking we were Argentine. We asked him if there was anything he wanted 
to know how to say in English. “Eu gosto de arte,” he said. “I like art.” 
 
I hate both dirty talk and sweet talk, because they’re things that anybody can say to anybody about 
any two bodies. Here are some things that I think are romantic. When my first boyfriend in middle 
school, concerned about my insomnia (and my mental health in general) gave me as a birthday 
present a little brown bottle of his own mix of essential oils to help me sleep, which he’d labeled 
“happy sleepy oil.” When the guy I’d hooked up with all of senior year sent me a bottle of 
homemade wine and a thumb drive filled with the every episode of Bill Nye the Science Guy the fall 
after graduation. That my boyfriend now, knowing there’s nothing I miss about the United States 
more than Mexican food, has invented the burrinho, the Brazilian burrito. 
 



I miss the fireflies in Ohio and the concrete bench outside the Market at Kenyon. I miss spicy food 
and snow and the library and Costco. Sometimes I’m overwhelmed and haunted by missing, like 
those memories have become garlic breath in my head. 
 
A friend of mine once asked me what memory I’d choose if I could take one with me after I die. It’s 
kind of a composite memory, culled from a childhood of Colorado winters, of the days when the 
snow’d kick out a power line and we’d have to light the wood stove to keep warm, and I’d always 
want to go sledding in the backyard for as much of the day as possible, and the way walking up a hill 
in the snow over and over will make you the most gratifying kind of tired, and we’d heat up hot 
chocolate and frozen pizzas on the top of the stove and all have to sleep in the living room near the 
fire. The memory is of holding that feeling at the end of those days, looking out the front window of 
my house at the snow kicking up moonlight in little glimmers, like a slower and lovelier white ocean. 
 
The thing I most want to learn in my life is how to write a novel. I want to dedicate my first book to 
“my Grandpop, who’d say there’s too much swearing in it and my Grandma, who’d say it’s 
‘interesting.’” Which is what she says when she doesn’t really like a new recipe my mom’s serving. 
I’d also like to learn how to make enough money to live on and not be constantly terrified about my 
financial situation or whether I can find work that’s moderately fulfilling. Also how to swim, how to 
samba and dance some flamenco, how to pick out wine, and how to feel confident picking up 
women. 
 
There’s a list in my notebook of things that I want people to know. Here’s the one I think is most 
important: “I have a mental illness and am probably different from you. I want to know what it’s like 
to be emotionally normal. More than anything in life, I want to be okay. I want to be okay enough to 
get through my life.” Sometimes I feel like I can’t navigate a supermarket. Sometimes it makes me 
sad that I have to decide what to eat for lunch. Sometimes life is too big and has no handholds. You 
might return to your room at night and read a book that’s waiting there and probably love it but that 
won’t be enough to make you entirely happy. You might think about dream stars up in the sky and 
there might be moments when you catch yourself surprised at how much muscle there is under your 
skin, muscles long and giving up hard like the side of a suitcase. You might move to Brazil and feel 
more okay there. How do you figure out the life you want to have? And how do you step into it? 
 


