Dental Visit
The metal chair seemed to swallow me whole, its size daunting, its edges cold against my back. Every nerve in my body braced for what was to come. At six years old, surrounded by the sterile smell of disinfectant in a Soviet dental clinic, my heart pounded.
It was the early 1960s when anesthesia was a luxury reserved for the Western world, not for the likes of us. Two of my front baby teeth stubbornly refused to fall out, and now the new ones were forcing their way in, crowding my small mouth.
When he finally arrived, the dentist bent over me without much explanation. His cold, gloved hands gripped my mouth, and I braced myself. Mama stood nearby, her face pale and tense. As he reached for my mouth, I saw her hands tightly clasped, knuckles white. 
Then came the sharp yank. Mama flinched as the first tooth was out. Her lips pressed into a thin line as if she could somehow absorb the pain for me. Then came the second yank, shooting a bolt of pain through me. I bit my lip not to cry, recognizing the metallic taste of blood. Mama’s eyes glistened, but she held steady, unwilling to let me see her fear. 
As we left the clinic, Mama’s warm hand clasped mine, grounding me as I tasted the faint, metallic reminder of resilience, an unexpected strength forged in pain. I couldn’t grasp the full weight of what I’d endured, but a quiet, strange pride crept in, a spark of knowing that I’d faced something sharp, unkind, which I survived. That taste of strength stayed with me through the battles I had fought and still continue to fight today. 

