CHERYL STRAYED h
than a dozen ma
Born in P nnsyly
Oregon. She

as published aw

..:a.é._:s._:m stori
ks, stories and eg
gazines and antholog o

ies. She is the

— author of
"ania, raised i i :
S 3, raised in rural Minnesota, m:@cm now lives
ﬂ R J .J . ~ . ) 3
olds an MFA in fiction writing from §

ys in more
:0<o_. »\‘S.m\.‘

in ?:E:P
yracuse C:.:F...&Q.

The first ¢

time ate ' hus

ot el 1 .nro.:rm.w: my husband, my mother had been

i _ WE,, in a café in Minneapolis watching a man. He w.

> Wwas s / ,with je i .

(st m_.m 1tly pudgy, with jet-black hair and skin so white it

powdered it. He stood and walked to my table and sat down wi

wanted to know if [ had a ¢

[ was shaking, nervous
I would do anything.

“Yes,” I said.

“I thought so,” he said slowly. He didn't take his eyes off me. I rolled the rings
around on my fingers. I was wearing two wedding bands, my own and :m
mother’s. I'd taken hers off her hand after she died. It was nothing fancy: st v.i
ling silver, thick and braided. i

“You look like the kind of girl who has a cat.”

“How’s that?” I asked.

He didn't answer. He just kept looking at me steadily, as if he knew every-
thing about me, as if he owned me. I felt distinctly that he might be a mur-
derer.

dead for exactly
atched me back.
looked as if held

. ﬂrocSmE
at.I folded my hands on the table, steadying “gmeM

at what I would do. I was raw, fragile, vicious with grief,

“Are you mature?” he asked intently.

I didn't know what he meant. I still don't. I told him that I was.

“Well, then, prove it and walk down the street with me.”

We left the café, his hand on my arm. I had monstrous bruises on my knces
from how I'd fallen on them after I walked into my mother’s hospital room and
first saw her dead. He liked these. He said he'd been admiring them from across
the room. They were what had drawn him to me. Also, he liked my boots. He
thought1 looked intriguing. He thought I looked mature. I was twenty-two. He
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ossibly thirty. I didnt ask his name; e g

s olden P arking lot behind a Ucm%sm. He stoppe

dn't ask mi
Wi im0 ap ine, | Wwalked

d and preggeq Me againgt

i erid kissed me, but then he wasn't kissing m H 7
H_Sm% _,.%_mo hard I screamed. B me. Hle was biting me. He
2 1 RO < di ranyp & )
pit™ 5L cunt, he whispered into my ear. “You're not matyre »
“You _v“_wr:: and left. #ure."He flung
g ) . . insi
a,‘a,ﬁm? Lnmoving, stunned. The inside of my mouth began to bleed sof
I zm:& 65 eyes. ] want my mother, ] Eo.cm_:. My mother is deagd ;,mo ty.
‘?ﬁméQ hour of every day for a very long time: T want my mother, 7.@ %%%rﬁ
s € 3
is dead-

il kiss, and barely that, but it was, anyway, a crossing. When v
as

:._MuH d a leaf unfurl in a mmsm_o motion. One second it wag afi

; chil * an open hand. I never monmom it, seeing so much happen so fast >mM__
g :Mwm fike that—the end of one thing, the beginning of another: my ?:3
this W*

her was diagnosed i:.r cancer, my husband, Mark, anq | took
1 sexual hiatus. When she died seven weeks later, I couldn't hear for
to touch me- His hands on :wv\ body made me weep. He went down on
. ¢he gentlest of ways. He didn’t expect anything in return. He didn't make

feel that 1 had to come. I would soak in a hot bath, and he would lean into
En e He wanted to make me feel good, better. He loved me, and he
it 8_3%& my mother. Mark and I were an insanely young, insanely happy, in-
had o;s Jove married couple. He wanted to help. No, no, no, I said, but n.va:

ctimes 1 relented. I closed my eyes and tried to relax. I breathed deep and
moﬂ_a ted to fake it. I rolled over on my stomach so I wouldn't have to look at
ﬂﬂ_ﬂa Mn fucked me and I sobbed uncontrollably.

“Keep mo._:m.: said to him. “Just finish.” But he wouldn't. He couldn’t. He
Joved me. Which was mysteriously, unfortunately, precisely the problem,

[ wanted my mother.

We aren't m_.;%o%& to want our mothers that way, with the pining intensity
of sexual love, but 1 did, and if T couldn’t have her, I couldn’t have anything.
Most of all I couldn’t have pleasure, not even for a moment. I was bereft, in
agony, destroyed over her death. To experience sexual joy, it seemed, would have
been to negate that reality. And more, it would have been to betray my mother,
to be disloyal to the person she had been to me. A survivor of her marriage to
my troubled father, and then a single mother afterward, working hard to raise
my brother and sister and me. My stepfather had loved her and been a good
husband to her for ten years, but shortly after she died, hed fallen in love with
someone else. His new girlfriend and her two daughters moved into my mother’s
house, took her photos off the walls, erased her. I needed my stepfather to be the

sanely
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4 of man who would suffer for my mother, un
e a%» 4 if he wouldn't do it, I would.
a 8_.9.. ,_woﬁ allowed this. We are allowed to be deeply into ruwrﬁvzz
mr.ﬁ” .M” Star Trek, or jazz, but we are :o.w..&micm to be anc_;w sid. .Ooh _wé
nr“m w:: we are encouraged to “let go of,” to “move on frop ekis

)" and v,
S i ¢ are
: be done. Countless well-inteny; toly
i how this should ik .
ifically el

n& m.. ma:
CCiteq i

_53?4
depregg;

I ¢ssion, and .

1S m.:ﬁ_n

able to £0 on, whg Woulg
Q:.Q

spec Iy members, hospital workers, and strangers I met at
tant ?ﬁ_.—wo stages of grief to me: denial, anger, vu_.muﬂw:,_:m‘
m»,BM“vnm. I was alarmed by how many people knew them, how deeply g,
M.%_:Eo: of the grieving process had mczs.c..:& our culturg] cons
Not only was 1 supposed to ?n_.zzmn five n_:smmN I'was meant to fe
that order and for a fairly prescribed amount of time, T di not dey
get angry. 1 didn’t bargain, become ar.?nmmnn_., oraccept. | fucked, |
MQ husband, but people I hardly _S.aéu and in that I found aglim
The people 1 messed around with n.rm not have ::._:om., they had ¢
maturely Graying Wilderness OE&.@, the Technically .m:: a Virgin Mexic
Teenager, the Formerly Gay Organic Mp::nn the .p:nﬂ_v, Perverse Poet %_s
Failing but Still Trying Massage Therapist, ?.n Terribly Large Texag Bul| W.E e
the Recently Unemployed Graduate of Juilliard, the >nEm=< ?.SJ. wmsoﬁ.
Drummer Guy. Most of these people were men; some were women, Wi, 9@:
I was not in mourning; I wasn’t even me. 1 <<.uw happy and sexy and mavnaosv
and fun. I was wild and n:mmam:m E-a terrifically good in bed. T g; i SE
about them or have orgasms. We didn't have heart-to-heart talks. T askeq ﬁroa
questions about their lives, and they told me everything and askeq o m
tions in return; they knew nothing about me. Because of ¢},

el 905 i :

n
Y- 1dig ot
Suckeq, Not
mer of relief
tles: the Pre.

S

3 Ques-
18, mos
believed they were falling instantly, madly in love with me, tof thep,

1 did what I did with these people, and then I returned home to
kneed and wet, bleary-eyed and elated. I'm alive, I thought in that
daze. My mother’s death has taught me to .=<n each day as if it
said to myself, latching on to the nearest cliché, and the one le
stop to think: What if it had been my last day? Did T wish to be sucking th
cock of an Actually Pretty Famous Drummer Guy? T didn't think o ask that
because I didn't want to think. When I did think, I thought, I cannot continue
to live without my mother.

I lied—sometimes to the people I messed around with (some of them, if
they'd known I was married, would not have wanted to mess around with me),
but mostly to Mark. I was not proud of myself. T was in love with him and
wanted to be faithful to him and wanted to want to have sex with him, but
something in me wouldn't let me do it. We got into the habit of fucking in the
middle of the night, both of us waking from a sound sleep to the reality of our

ZE.F Weak-
giddy, postsey
were my lagt |
ast true. I didyy
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wet and hard and in the act. The sex lasted abouyt thirty seconds and
podics Imost always both come. It was intensely hot and strange usm o SM
s .Ev\ funny and ultimately depressing. We never knew who ¢ Teq
ar
,:&

. : tarted j

7 of us recalled waking, reaching for cach other. Tt wag 5 shard om?mw._o:.

zn::nn_ 1d on to it. For a while it got us through. L)
dweh®

u:<< fike to say how things are, perhaps because we hope th
¢

¢ actually be. We 285?. to name, Eni._@. and @nmso the

Jatters: seX, love, marriage, monogamy, infidelity, death, loss, grief, We
ous of : , things to have an order, an internal logic, and we also want ther to
want %owrﬁm to one another. We want it to be true that if we cheat on oyr
be no::.cnaﬁ_:m we no longer want to be married to him or her, We want it o
%o%? o at if someone we love dies, we simply h

o Ave to pass through a series of
. true : i i

pe true = an emotional obstacle course from which we will emer.

E,_umnm, like:

ge happy and
¢ unharmed and unchanged.
8:8:., my mother died, everyone I knew wanted to tell me either aboys the
>mw”n=r% they'd had or all the people they'd known whod died. ] listened
worst traumatic story about a girlfriend who suddenly moved to Ohio and
tod _owm.. o*”mnu:m?%n_‘m and old friends and people who lived down the block
to w"o:wwn no longer among us. Rarely was this helpful.
erV,MMm._o:m:v\ I came across people who'd had the experience of losing some-
M},o%. death made them think, I cannot continue to live. | recognized these
L le: their postures, where they rested their eyes as they spoke, the expres-
w.a% Mgnv\ let onto their faces and the ones they kept off. These people consoled
m,o:ma ond measure. I felt profoundly connected to them, as if we were 2 tribe.
Ba:‘mv\m.:vl&:m how relatively few of them there were. People don't die any-
more, not the way they used to. Children survive childhood; women, the labors
of birth; men, their work. We survive influenza and infection, cancer and heart
attacks. We keep living on and on: 80, 90, 103. We live younger, too; frightfully
premature babies are cloistered and coddled and shepherded through. My
mother lived to the age of forty-five and never lost anyone who was truly be-
loved to her. Of course, she knew many people who had died, but none who
made her wake to the thought: I cannot continue to live.
And there is a difference. Dying is not your girlfriend moving to Ohio. Grief
is not the day after your neighbor’s funeral, when you felt extremely blue. It is
impolite to say this. We act as if all losses are equal. It is un-American to behave

otherwise: we live in a democracy of sorrow. Every emotion felt is validated and
judged to be as true as any other.

at’s how they

Most mysteri-
jgh
mig

But what does this do to us, this refusal to quantify love, loss, grief? Jewish
tradition states that one is considered a mourner when one of cight people dies:
father, mother, sister, brother, husband, wife, son, or daughter. This definition
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doesn’t fulfill the needs of today’s diverse and far-fi
probably never did. It leaves out the steprelations m:ﬁ :m,nn:ozm. ;
chosen family of a tight circle of friends, and it m,m _E _o:m,ﬂo:: |
we perhaps never honestly loved. But its intentions Cludes the blog Overs, the
for most of us that list of cight does come awfuy]] _.,:.c true, Apg
oodles of people, but only a few of them, if they &W&n 0se. We loye i
could not continue to live. Imagine if there were v. would Make b n.z
put only four people, and everyone else known and cou: upon whic, clic
ase to exist. Who would you put on that boat? [¢ cloved ¢, you s.woc coulg
kly you would decide: You and you and you M.:a WMM:E be Emsm__o:_a thep
»8etin, ‘H—uo #

Ve We

;bug
Cst Om.

ce
quic

moom-g\n.
For years, I was haunted by the idea of this j
d 1S _Bmm.mzd
ary Uomn o

desire to exchange my mother’s fate for one of the m )
would be sitting across the table from a dear friend M__Q living People |
of these people. Some I said I loved like family, wcﬂ.H loved her, hipy, _522
think, Why couldn’t it have been you who had ﬁ.:n 4 would Jpok »n, each One
I didn’t often sleep with Mark, but I slept beside %28% You, g6,
incessantly about my mother. There was a theme. Ty 1M, or tried ¢, |
made me kill her. She commanded me to do it M.Sm w or three timeg q
my knees, begging her not to make me, but she hco:_a sobbed ang got
like a good daughter, I ultimately complied. I tied her not relent, T, ea
poured gasoline over her head, and lit her on fire. to a tree in oy fro )
road that passed by the house where I'd -1 made her ryp ¢, Nt yarg,
grown up, and I Wn the g;
truck; I dragged her body, caught on a jagged placs oh ran her oyep with rt
it came loose, and then I put my truck in reverse and r meta] underney}, ¥ é
2 miniature baseball bat and beat her to death with it »Hsmroa over agaipn, m :“:N
I'd dug and kicked dirt and stones on top of her msm b oﬂ& her into , row
dreams were not surreal. They took place in the plain ligh uried her gljye, d.sw
documentary films of my subconscious and felt as Rm_mﬂﬂ of day. ﬁﬁw were the
was really my truck; our front yard was our actual ?oMﬂBn as life. My truck
baseball bat sat in our closet among the umbrellas. I did v.\»aw the Miniayze
dreams crying; I woke shrieking. Mark grabbed me and ::& Wake from theg,
washcloth with cool water and put it over my face. ‘:,nmom me. He wetteq ,
months, years, and I couldn’t shake them. I also couldn’t sha _MSSm.soa on for
couldn’t shake my grief. ¢ my infidelities,
What was there to do with me? What did those around me dop
what I would have done, what we all do when faced with the Sa 0? They did
one else’s sorrow: they tried to talk me out of it, :ocqmrammﬂ MW - n.vmmoao.
make it relative and therefore not so bad. We narrate our own ,_ommww wmww -
loss in an attempt to demonstrate that the sufferer is not really so &o:% M\M

You,

f _:,o. rv‘ t
¢

d-bye,
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act comparisons and hope that they will do, In e
se nature of deep loss because there is nothing ,cho insist
¢ can do

TG mu—.ﬁﬂm
g SO we strip it of i i i i
p ts meaning; its weight, its own

m t
jgnori"é and by doin

n

o ChA957 -4l power.
I knew who died was a casual friend of my m

of my mothers, named

The first s inhier carly thirties, and I was ten. Her hair was bro
maw.%n fength, her skin clear and smooth as a bar of soap. She had ﬁra‘ﬁhﬂm
y that made you acutely aware of the presence of its bones: a lon
se; wide, thin hips; a jaw too pointed to be considered beautiful. wunmv.

he engine. Her car was parked in a garage and all

car and started t
tuffed a Minnesota Vikings cap into a small

osed and she had s
all to make it even more airtight. My mother explained this

i gs hat, the sitting in the car with the garage door
to ed on purpose: ] was more curious than sad. But in the months that fol-
m“wn d:1 thought of Barb often. I came to care for rn.n. I nurtured an inflated
ense of MY connection to her. Wonosﬂ.ﬁx, another acquaintance of mine died. He
= peautiful and young and free-spirited and one hell of a painter. He went
e day on the Oregon coast and was never seen again. Over the course
ed. Some of them have died the

hiking on i
of my life, ] have known other people who've di
d—old, content, at their time; others, the way we hoped

way We hoped they woul : . .
de, in accidents, or too young of illnesses. The

they wouldn't—by murder or suici
made me sad, afraid, and angry; they made me question

deaths of those people

the fairness of the world, the existence of God, and the nature of my own exis-
But they did not make me suffer. They did not make me think, I cannot
continue to live. In fact, in their deaths 1 felt more deeply connected to them,
not because grieved them but because I wanted to attach myself to what is
interesting. It is interesting to be in a Chinese restaurant and see a poster of the
smiling face of an acquaintance, who is one hell of a painter, plastered on the
front door. It is interesting to be able to say, I know him, to feel that a part of
something important and awful and big. The more connections like this we

have, the more interesting we are.

There was nothing interesting to me about my mother’s death. I did not want
to attach myself to it. It was her life that I clung to, her very, very interesting life.
When she died, she was about to graduate from college, and so was 1. We had
started together. Her college was in Duluth, mine in Minneapolis. After a life-
time of struggle and sacrifice, my mother was coming into her own. She wanted
to major in six subjects, but the school wouldn't let her, so she settled on two.

My mother had become pregnant when she was nineteen and immediately
ther, a steelworker in western Pennsylvania when the steel plants
a coal miner’s son born about the time that the coal was

. the garage W
. detail: the Vikin

tence.

married my fa
were shutting down,



506 / CHERYL STRAYED

¢ three children and nine years of violence
)

i te
running out. Afi anew , it
him. My father had recently moved us to a small towy, e Mot}

of a job prospect. When they divorced, he went back
her stayed. She worked as a waitress and ina fy
small plastic containers that Mzo:_m eventually hold toyje
apartment complexes full of single mothers whose childye

vcmmc.: :
but my mot o Vivay
e Ty thyy H
1quids, We liv a
N sat o the oy (|

cheese and
0

ia,
de
in
8es of
:dna q

grocery store parking lots. We received free governmen
milk, food stamps and welfare checks.

After a few years, my mother met my stepfather, ang when
on the job and hurt his back, they took the $12,000 scttlemen go fell
penny on forty acres of land in northern Minnesota, There e :, :M s
had ever had a house on this land. My stepfather byj], a on, 0 ho
shack, and we lived in it while he and my mother byj)c us 2 rn-aoo
wood and trees they cut down with the help of my brother Eocm.o from e
We moved into the new house on Halloween night, We mwm:,wrw_mﬁﬁ. and
or running water or a phone or an indoor toilet. Yeqrs Pified ave 12:5@.
was happy—happier than she'd ever been—but still, she hyy » and my Mothy,

Just before she died, she was thinking about UonoB.Sm A nomwﬂna for Mo,

a professor of history. She was profoundly interested in the Ay e %mmmsﬁ e
the consciousness of animals, and the murders of women beliey, M:nu: Eoson;
She was looking into graduate school, though she i HM to be S:nroww
old. She couldn’t believe, really, that she was evep getting 4 q At she g o
convince her to go to college. She'd always read books but ﬂrocnmr_.no. Id hyg )
basically stupid. To prepare, she shadowed me during o mo:m t that sh, Wi
school, doing all the homework that I was assigned. S vroﬂ_wm year of high
signment sheets, wrote the papers I had to write, read the N on%_& my .
her work, using my teacher’s marks as a guide. My mother wag oks, gradeg
at best. @ shaky Studeng

She went to college and earned straight A’s.

She died on a Monday during spring break of our seni
neral, I immediately went back to school because she hg
It was the beginning of a new quarter. In most of my classes, we we
introduce ourselves and say what we had done over the b Mnmr ..&o asked H.o
Cheryl,” I said. “T went to Mexico.” I lied not to protect Swmo_m.vcﬂﬂ name s
would have been rude not to.To express loss on that leve is to cross ;ancwn it
violate personal space, to impose emotion in a nonemotional place, undary,

We did not always treat grief this way. Nearly every culture has a histo d
some still have a practice, of mourning rituals, many of which involve nmﬂ__
in the dress or appearance of those in grief. The wearing of black clothin me
mourning jewelry, hair cutting, and body scarification or ritual S:%EM all

0
p Tarogg
[
nt eve

Cmn. ww

) Do O:a
m
Snvu_unn

Or year. After her f.
d begged me to do gy,
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tricken immediately visible to the people around them. Al-
. s were sometimes ridiculously restrictive and

rief- .
mad¢ %n.m ¢ that these practice ol
¢t interest of the mourner, it is also true that they gave us
mposed evidence of loss on a community and forced

ledge it. If, as a culture, we don’t bear witness to grief,

avs in ;
always e They

v to Nﬂ—ﬁbos .
BEM_HQ is placed entirely upon the bereaved, while the rest of us avert
of loss

it for those in mourning to stop being sad, to let go, to move on,
. don't—if they have loved too deeply, if they do wake
I cannot continue to live—well, then we pathologize
ffering a disease. We do not help them; we tell them

es and wait!
o cheer up- ?&. if 98
: morning thinking,
in: we call their su

et help. s
x &nﬂMnﬂw mg% MQ sexual escapades. I kept waiting for them to cure
Nobo ;

i had passed since m
thing to cure me of them. Two years p e v
.mow Moﬁm_om:am still couldn’t live without her, but I also couldn’t live
m n.H m,nn.a& to tell Mark the truth. The list was long. I practiced what
o say it in the least painful way. It was impossible. It was

each
their P4
that they 7

me, or
BoaTna
with Bv\m&m ;
] would say, trying ¢

ime. : .. .
aasaw sat in the living room playing his guitar. He was working as an orga-
]

. er for a nonprofit environmental agency, but his S.ﬁ ambition was to _u.o a
i n. He had just formed his first band and was writing a new song, finding
it as he s“osﬁ along. I told him that I ru.m something to tell him and that it éwm
not going to be easy. He stopped va::m and looked m.ﬂ me, but he kept his
hands on the guitar, holding it gently. This man whom Id loved mo.n years, had
Joved enough to marry, who had been with me through my mother’s death and
the aftermath, whod offered to go down on me in the gentlest of ways, who
would do anything, anything for me, listened as I told him about the Techni-
cally Still a Virgin Mexican Teenager, the Prematurely Graying Wilderness
Guide, the Recently Unemployed Graduate of Juilliard.

He fell straight forward out of his chair onto his knees and then facedown
onto the floor. His guitar went with him and it made clanging, strumming, hol-
Jow sounds as it went. I attempted to rub his back. He screamed for me to get
my hands off him. Later, spent, he calmly told me that he wanted to kill me. He
promised he would if I'd given him AIDS.

Women are used to the bad behavior of men. We eroticize and congratulate
itand in return we brace ourselves to be dissatisfied, duped, deceived, dumped,
and dicked around. I had broken the rules. Even among our group of alterna-
tive, left-wing, hippie, punk-rock, artsy politicos, I was viewed by many as the
worst kind of woman: the whore, the slut, the adulteress, the liar, the cheat. And

to top it all off, I had wronged the best of men. Mark had been faithful to me
all along.

n
musicia
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d out and rented a room in the attic of a hoyge, Slow]
out ?

‘ . v\ We
e 00%s v Young, Insanely Happy, Insanely in Loy, Marrigg o4 our
friends. The H:musnmar they were in disbelief. Next, they were e Tied OocE
coming apart. i nad ¢
was

¢ us, but at me. One of my a.ﬁ:‘nmﬂ. friends took the o = Severy
of them—nOt & ; ,?::c in her bedroom, ripped it in half . T
of me she kept EE with Mark. When T'was hurt and jealoys o S
Another made om it was exactly what I needed: a taste of y,
told ﬁrwn vo#_‘rm”%_  disagree, but still my heart was broken, |
couldn’t r _m, HW, &wu ost _,nﬁ.n:c from the pain.
feeling :dam n decide whether to get divorced or not, We went ¢

We noc._:m ried to work it out. Months later, we stopped the no”.u B.p:;wa
nocsmn_om .~n7._o o on hold. Mark began to date. He dated on¢ Tr%n_sm ang
put :..m o\ m of a purse, carried a teeny-weeny backpack, He dateq se Womey,
who, instea -ned to be a model. He dated a woman I'q met 2 bigly,:
who also happen very good chili of which I'd e

vs O(<5 gn&. 2 ag
uﬂvs .P—OJG 1

once why Bist
: ) od
an enormous pot of aten two bowls,

. 1ife temporarily cured me of mine. I didn't fuck

E_mm mn_w Hﬂmw .,Mn:ﬂww P wam:m I'd bought at a thrift store, | wMM””M. ang | got
nn_w,w _.M: ,%n translucent bugs from my person and my mvm:So:MéE day,
%Mnhwn._/ﬁma:v. Backpack Woman started S,c._@ S.B_uocn._:n in May “m,_#.”_n% Ga
T couldneE ake it anymore. I went to visit a friend in Portlang and an%ﬁ__sm
to stay. ] met a man: 2 w:sr. Rosker noonp wn.Iown_nmm€ Held Csaﬁ_ %
Thumb of Heroin. 1 found ?B 3.508? n:.nrm:c.:m.H found heroip More the
chanting. Quickly, without intending to, I slipped into a habit, InEL ﬁrocmomﬂ,
At H_wwwwo,.« Mark pretty much hated me, but he showed up in Portlynq ;
and dragged me back home. He set a ?wo: down for me in the corner
room and let me stay until I could find a job and an apartment, A Right e |
in our separate beds fighting about a.ig% we loved and hated eact, other g, BENW
We made love once. He was cheating on someone for the first time, H, 2 ;
back with the Biologist Who Also Happened to Be a Model, and he e nrsw
ing on her with his own wife. Hmmm, we thought. What's this

But it was not to be. I was sorry. He was sorry. I wasn't getting My period, |
was really, really, really sorry. He was really, really, really mad. T wag wSmSET
the Punk Rocker Soon to Be Hopelessly Held Under the Thumb of Ie.om_w
We were at the end of the line. We loved each other, but love wag not nsocmr.
We had become the Insanely Young, Insanely Sad, Hsmu:oq Zomm&-cv ZE..
ried Couple. He wanted me gone. He pulled the blankets from my futon ip b
room and flung them down the stairs.

Myway
of hig

I sat for five hours in the office of an extremely overbooked abortion doctoy
waiting for my abortion. The temperature in the room was somewhere aroupq
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ces. Jtwas packed with microscopically pre
m».Q\m._x degr s we had been ordered not to eat since
’ cnm”“n Extremely Overbooked Abortion Doc

gnant women who were
the night before. The 45-
tor did not want to clean
nc_ﬁw..s.um brought into a room. I was told to undress ang hold
d myself 1 was m?ﬁ.ﬂ a ﬁ_mmmn v:w.u,ﬁ and instructed to palpate it,
ou 2 lump of cancer hidden within its depths, while 1 waited for my
2 mo,‘m:am, naked, palpating, finding the cancer over and over again. The
: M<u<n_&oorna Abortion Doctor needed to take an emergency long-
: hone call. An hour went by. Finally, she came in.
cep :m on the table and stared at a poster on the ceiling of a Victorian
Uuﬂun was actually composed of B”_amﬂ.ﬁo photographs of Hr.n faces of a
4 famous and important women in ?mSQ. I was told to lie still and
pdee for a while and then to stand up very quickly and pull on my under-
vannn?cm o n assistant of the Extremely Overbooked Abortion Doctor held
wear while 2 told not to have sex for a very long time. The procedure cost me
me up- 1 épw.irmnr I was ridiculously hoping to receive from the Punk Rocker
5400, half oEo clessly Held Under the Thumb of Heroin. I went home to my
Soon to Be uﬁm\?n light on my answering machine said I had three messages.
new %EABMoc.nr ill and weak and bleeding, and listened to them.
I lay on BWmm : B.omwmm e from the Punk Rocker Soon to Be Hopelessly Held
“ ‘MMMP‘M:M Thumb of Heroin, only he didnt say m:var._:m.s;wﬂnum he played a
% ding of a few lines from the Radiohead song, “Creep.
anmu m_nnmium a message that consisted of a thirty-second dial tone because the
ng up.
ma%ﬂwhﬂmhﬂ Mn%mmn from Mark wondering how I was.

My mother had been dead for three years. I was twenty-five. I had intended,
by this point in my life, to have a title of my own: the Incredibly H&n:ﬁn.a and
Extraordinarily Brilliant and Successful Writer. I had planned to be the kind of
woman whose miniature photographed face was placed artfully into a poster of
a Victorian mansion that future generations of women would concentrate on
while their cervixes were forcefully dilated by the tip of a plastic tube about the
size of a drinking straw and the beginnings of babies were sucked out of them.
I wasn't anywhere close. I was a pile of shit.

Despite my mother’s hopes, I had not graduated from college. I pushed my
way numbly through that last quarter, but I did not, in the end, receive my
bachelor’s degree because I had neglected to do one assignment: write a five-
page paper about a short story called “The Nose,” by Nikolay Gogol. It’s a rol-
licking tale about a man who wakes up one morning and realizes that his nose
is gone. Indeed, his nose has not only left him but has also dressed in the man’s
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and gone gadding about town. The -

s 1age, e
s carriag p and found that his nose was gone

if he woke U i
ht the story was PrepostEURANCHNCOmMDIehengk). Y
to find it: | %.o:m and leave you. T was told not to focus on the "
not just Up ? tory Was actually about vanity, pretentioygy, realiry of
1d that the ¢ MV » Russia. Alternately, T could ; S8, ang op-
ineteenth-century 25 P d interpre, .
n ni cither male sexual impotency or divine HBBun:_ﬁn C tag,
1 and I could not discuss with my professor why thig Mt ut |
ntdo it w“&_n d state, the story seemed to me to be aboyt i %. In my
gr _am._.“ who woke up one morning and no longer had 5 0 »_Mm clse
: for it. There was no subtext to me. It was simply o ma. d they,
hich is to say, the ..&mcz.m and arbitrary nature ¢ ¢ %N aboy,
our hungry ache to resurrect what we've lost, and the balg el ﬂ%%ﬂnur
g n become possible faster than anyone dreams, the
._Bﬁomm_w_omn“ﬁ that I'd been thinking, I cannot continue to live, T
>=.”m Mrocqrr which was by far the Bonn. unbearable: that | wo
oppost T %.M every day for the rest of my life T would have to Jjy
to rwwnu:moammanm I forgot this, like a trick of the brain, a pri
BM% amruswma. Somewhere, floating on the surface of my su
ww:“&.\H still believe—that if T endured S:r.ocﬁ her for ope yeas, or g,
years, or ten years, 0t twenty, m.rmﬂ. she Eo:ﬁ be giyen back to me, thys her »%
sence was a ruse, a darkly comic literary device, a terrible and surreg) dream
What does it mean to heal? To move on? To let go? Whatever i % ;
usually said and not done, and the people Mzro talk mvos.a it the mog
most never had to do it. I cannot say anything m.vocﬁ healing, but I can B
something happened as I lay on the couch bleeding m:m listening to Y answer.
ing machine play the Radiohead song and ﬁrn:. H.rn dial tone and thep Mark
voice wondering how I was: n.rocmrﬁ about writing the five-page Paper aboy;
the story of the man who lost his nose. I ﬂrocmv.ﬁ about calling Mark and asking
him to marry me again. I thought about becoming the Incredibly Talenteq l
Extraordinarily Brilliant and Successful Writer. I thought about taking 4 very
long walk. I decided to do all of these things immediately, but T did not Move
from the couch. I didn’t set out the next day either to write the paper about the
guy who lost his nose. I didn’t call Mark and ask him to marry me again. I 4; A
start to work on becoming the Incredibly Talented and Extraordinarily Brilliane
and Successful Writer. Instead I ordered pizza and listened to that one Lucindy
Williams CD that I could not ever get enough of, and, after a few days, I wen
back to my job waiting tables. I let my uterus heal and then slept at least once
with each of the five guys who worked in the kitchen. I did, however, hold on

N dogg whay
. —._o £oeg out

it. T was t0%
wo,‘E:mmB i
commentary t
tion. 1 tried du
could
Bv\ovmn.
entirely:a m
went looking
what it was about, W

Wso hag the
uld Continy
e ,.<.:roE my
Mitjve Survi.
vno:mao:m, I

nvﬂw‘ ; mm

t have 4.
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. tion, and T set about fulfilling it: T was going to take a long walk.
0 ON€ inte i hundred and thirty-eight miles, to be exact. Alone. Mark and
ro:wpwwn papers for our divorce. My stepfather was going to marry the
[ had file 'l started dating immediately after my mother died. T wanted to get
an Jn esota. ] needed a new life and, unoriginally, I was going west to find
f Zﬁwzm o hike the Pacific Crest Trail—a wilderness trail that runs along

_MvM:o of the Sierra Nevada and H.Wo Onmnm&a mountains, from Mexico
the bac e cided to hike a large portion of it—from the Mojave Desert in
0 O.unw M.no the Columbia River at the Oregon-Washington border. It would
Califor m - ur months. Id grown up in the country, done a good amount of
ake M® .nd taken a few weekend backpacking trips, but I had a lot to learn:
nuawwnmﬂn.x ample, to read a topographical map, ford a river, handle an ice axe,
hows o using @ COMPASs, and avoid being struck by lightning. Everyone who
:a.._mmﬂnn thought that I was nuts. I proceeded anyway, researching, reading
knew M,nr drating food and packing it into plastic bags and then into boxes
maps o % be mailed at roughly two-week intervals to the ranger stations and
that Mmmnnm I'd occasionally pass near.
mown acked my possessions and stored them in my stepfather’s barn. I took off
i «W&&:m ring and put it into a small velvet box and moved my mother’s
wedding ring from my right hand to my left. I was going to drive to Portland
first and then leave my truck with a friend and fly to LA and take a bus to the
start of the trail. I drove through the flatlands and Badlands and Black Hills of
South Dakota, positive that I'd made a vast mistake.

Deep in the night, I pulled into a small camping area in the Big Horn Moun-
rains of Wyoming and slept in the back of my truck. In the morning I climbed
out to the sight of a field of blue flowers that went right up to the Tongue River.
I had the place to myself. It was spring and still cold, but I felt compelled any-
way to go into the river. I decided I would perform something like a baptism to
initiate this new part of my life. I took off my clothes and plunged in. The water
was like ice, so cold it hurt. I dove under one time, two times, three times, then
dashed out and dried off and dressed. As I walked back to my truck, I noticed
my hand: my mother’s wedding ring was gone.

At first 1 couldn’t believe it. I had believed that if 1 lost one thing, that I
would then be protected from losing another, that my mother’s death would
inoculate me against further loss.

It is an indefensible belief, but it was there, the same way I believed that if I
endured long enough, my mother would be returned to me.

A ring is such a small thing, such a very small thing.

I'went down on my hands and knees and searched for it. I patted every inch
of ground where I had walked. I searched the back of my truck and my pockets,
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the ring had come offin the river, Of ¢
he edge of the water and thought ourse jt |
Ain until 1 found it, but it wy abo

knew. 1 knew that
> ] went © t
ain and ag Yea ut po;
fore I even beg: Teatid .sucmio:m. INE by
= fore ] even began. 1 sat down on the ed 88 ideg k
¥ % < ~f tears. S (4 41
na&.%o.im. tears, SO many kinds of tears, so many ways cm .om. the w, nd |
ered them; T was 2 priestess, A Virtuoso of crying. [ hog
- AR 50 of crvi
ud on the bank of the river for a long time Mw_:m. col.
rfing back to me. 1 waited and :5.:%: L nd Waiiteq
1d my boat of life. I thou OUL eyepyyp the
) ; ght what | eryth;
g N g1

thought &
Ea:.mso? forever: You, get in. I thought about the Fo uld say
Farmer and the Quietly Perverse Poet and the Terribly h.::a_._w O..Q Oo hin
and the Five Line Cooks I Had on Separate Occasions Oqumn Texas wcznww:mn
Month. 1 thought about how I was never again going to m_wq. the Courge = idey
had a title instead of a name. 1 was sick of it. Sick of fucki eep with anyon One
the wrong people and not wanting to fuck the right c:nm:m, Omspszsm ﬂo whe
thjoulies - thoughe g1, ?
Ow

a ring in a river, you are never going to get it back
a
badly you ¥ ¢k, N0 magy

A why

Ject
] satin the m

river to give the
bout Mark ar

ant it or how long you wait.

I leaned forward and put my hands into the water and T hoy,

open beneath the surface. The soft current made H._S.;QW: held t},

no longer married to Mark. over my b

no longer married to my mother. I was no longer married
aITied to m

Tﬁm
I couldn't believe that this thought had ne
g ver occurred to me bef wssrs

Ore: that it yy,.

Wag

her I'd been wed to all along and I knew that I couldn’t be faith
¢ faithful 4y

If this were fiction what woul ext i

up and get into her Bwnr and dri a rﬁ%ﬂ: nextis it the womn i

: < rive away. [t wi ) wo

Y ouldn’t matter that the v, ld stang

em flae 4y
was are §
Ngers, |

; S
her mother's wedding ring, even though it was gone to her fi oman],
loss would mean something else entirely: that what was g orever, becayge : W
her sorrow and the shackles of grief th one now e
< : at had held 1 was g
Ner QO<<5 > nEm:
- An Y

d in this log

she would see, and the reader would know, that the woman had
an had been i
N in ery
or m:

along. That, indeed, the love she had for her mother w:
too much love and also too much sorrow. She would Ham._p.m s .Bsnr love, req}
her life. There would be what happened in the story and _N_o this and get o:i%
for: %n.aéa representing life’s constant changing; the nm mM?nQﬁr._:m it stooq
the spring air, rebirth. All of these symbols Eo:._a oozwnw\ e m9<§&£:€
woman was actually lucky to have lost the ring, and :oﬂ_. ¢ and mean thyy %o,
to have loved it, to have ached for it, and to have had it E_Mﬂ to have lost it, but
The story .20:5 end, and you would know that w_wn afﬂmu:n: from her forever.
she was wiser, stronger, more interesting, and most of ,= mo better for it Ty
her path to glory.1 would show you the leaf s}o:, itu sm : 1 :.p:v\ starting down
the end of one thing, the beginning of another. And Hoﬂh,n whwhwm_ﬁm_o motion;
ow the an-
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o all the questions without being told. Did ;
about the guy who Jost his nose? Did she »MM W\WH MS.E.. that five-page
pid she stop sleeping i.% people who had titles instead MmBE.Q her again?
e to walk 1,638 miles? Did she get to work and beco names? Did she
nd Extr aordinarily Brilliant and Successful énmnonw,wmoﬂmw “:_Mnnn:vq

. clieve the

rs to all these ncnmao:ﬁovnom. Hiocavﬁ.
hen: 10 be a witness t0 2 healing. A SBYERyOUNhat youmanted
. et fiction. Sometimes a StOry is not about anythin
s about: Sometimes you wake up and find that you actually rm<m anno? e
L osing MY mother’s wedding ring in the Tongue River was not Mﬂﬂv\o:m o
feel better for it. It was not a passage or 2 release. What rmvwasoom .VL et
my mother’s wedding ring and 1 understood that I was not goin ¥ Ew.ﬂ Mloss
chat it would be yet another piece of my mother that I would B
the days of my life, and I understood that I could not bear thi oy ey ohal
would have to- A o
Healing is 2 small and ordinary and very burnt thing. And it’

and one thing only: it’s doing what you have to do. It’s what H_Mwaohwn "Esm
: en an

there. 1 stood up and got into my truck and drove
away f;
mother. The part of her that had been my lover, my e mwg%nmmﬂ M_wom»: of my
) C, Bv\ true

Jove, the love of my life.



