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In the best of times and worst of times, I know for sure, this life is a gift.


—OPRAH WINFREY
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“Dear old world,” she murmured, “you are very lovely, and I am glad to be alive in you.”


—LUCY MAUD MONTGOMERY, ANNE OF GREEN GABLES




Ride It Out


Robin Romm
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I come from a long line of worriers. It’s in my blood. My grandfather Sam fretted ceaselessly—about money, security, status, the future of his only granddaughter. When I quit my government job (with its regular hours, pay raises, and benefits) to pursue a creative writing degree, Sam, who’d lived through the Depression, clutched at his balding head and wailed. When I broke up with my Jewish boyfriend before he went to law school, Sam nearly collapsed in grief. When I decided to buy a one-hundred-year-old house, he howled, “What about the roof? What will you do about the roof?”


In truth, that stressed me out, too. I didn’t want to end up like Sam, though—who, despite all his worry (meant, presumably, to keep crisis at bay), was never able to find peace. So I always did my best to push my anxieties aside. But a few years ago, after my mother died and I lost a big job, anxiety nearly overwhelmed me. I tried exercise, relaxation tapes, therapy, time with my dog, time with friends, time with Xanax. They helped, but on my worst days, I found myself clinging to the life raft of worry.


Then I was accepted to an artist’s residency that happened to be at a dude ranch in Wyoming. I had gone horseback riding a few times as a kid, though never with any seriousness. (“Horses!” I can imagine Sam screeching, shaking his head so hard bits of spittle would fly. “You would have to be out of your mind!”) But after two weeks of watching the horses and wishing the artists were allowed to ride them, I managed to beg my way onto one. Never mind that it was only a trail ride and I had terrible form (I slumped in the saddle and threw my weight around awkwardly)—I felt something stirring in my gut. On horseback, the stronghold of my worries loosened, because I was moving so fast I couldn’t think. I could only feel: the animal running, the sky touching my face, the wind in my hair. It felt like a release. It felt right.


When I returned home to Oregon after the residency, I found a barn and a trainer (upbeat, not at all anxious), and before long, I was cantering bareback and learning to train troubled horses. My favorite is a retired Thoroughbred named Jake, a chestnut gelding with liquid Disney eyes. Jake can move fast, and when he does, I feel myself slide into myself, like a penny into a slot. I lean in and that horse keeps going, faster and faster, until he’s practically flying and I am totally unthinking. I am simply there.


“You are going to break your neck!” I can hear Sam warn. But I can’t worry about that. Worry isn’t safe. In fact, at the barn, where horses spook at the first signs of trouble, worry shows itself for what it is: a liability. Horses value calm above all other virtues. I’m new to their world, but it turns out I share their values.




A Circle of Arms


Tracy Young
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After our mother died, my younger sisters and I began what would become a tradition: an annual get-together, just the four of us, no spouses, no kids. It would be a chance, although no one ever came out and said as much, to talk about what had happened. And we did, haltingly, spiking the conversation with the edgy jokes that are our family vernacular. But the conversation was less important than the gathering itself, the warm huddle of beings who had known one another their entire lives. Eventually, our reunions became less an observance and more an adventure. We started taking trips—most recently to a spa in Vermont, where we also celebrated my sister Susie’s birthday.


It was a happy occasion and we indulged ourselves accordingly, springing for exotic forms of massage, hiking in the woods, and eating our favorite candy. In real life, we were all middle-aged women; here we were just, well, sisters. Laughing, goofing on waiters, dishing about old friends, until the conversation turned, inevitably, to each of our unhappy adolescences.


I was telling my sisters about a time—I must have been around twenty, living at home between reckless bouts of the sixties—when I was freaking out over something. What? I have no clear recollection except that of feeling lost. But I do remember trailing my mother into the bathroom and sitting on the toilet seat to watch her as she put on her lipstick with her little collapsible brush, preparing to go out for the evening. I felt about four years old. And I remember wishing—the voice so loud in my head I was sure she could hear it—that she would come over and put her arms around me. I didn’t say so. Our family was not expressive in that way. And at that particular moment, either I didn’t think my mother would understand or I didn’t want to tell her what was wrong. I wanted something words could not express. I just wanted a hug.


“Oh my God,” said Susie. “That’s exactly what Robin said to me.” Robin, her daughter, was now about the age I’d been back then and had been fighting her own demons—until somehow she seemed to right herself, like a small skiff in a big sea. “She said that when she was in trouble, what she really needed was for me to give her a hug,” Susie said. “And I had no idea.”


“Well,” I said, “at least you know now.”


There was more to say. About missed opportunities and our strange broken legacy. But instead we ate some strawberry Twizzlers and started a hilarious pantomime, a sign language for freaking out (fingers clenched as if holding onto a cliff—the fewer the fingers, the more dire the freak-out) and a sign (arms encircled, then a little wave) that meant, I’m sending you a hug.


During the eight thousand years I spent in therapy learning to express the feelings that were forbidden in my family, there were days when I sat on the couch shredding Kleenex while my therapist looked at me with compassion and I wished I could crawl into her lap. At times like these, it struck me that psychotherapy was too much work and too little comfort. Naming my most primitive feelings seemed a gratingly cerebral approach to what were almost physical sensations. Words, no matter how well-intentioned, bounced off me like hail.


None of which is to say that I harbor many illusions that a hug could have changed my life. Or anyone’s. (I grew up near a large Italian clan to whose house I would flee when I craved the noise and heat of another kind of family, where the mother, a former masseuse, was a hugger without peer. They all turned out to be crazy as bedbugs.) But in the moment, I have no doubt, a hug can ground you. Pull you back from the edge. Or out of your head. Into a circle of arms and the sturdy comforts of the present.


“Language is a skin,” wrote Roland Barthes in A Lover’s Discourse. And so is skin a language. It speaks when words fail us and communicates to parts of ourselves that are beyond the reach of words. The simple fact is that we are, first and foremost, mammals. We thrive on touch. Grooming is part of our social behavior, which may explain the relationship we have with our hairdressers. (A friend once asked her shrink, “Is it a love problem or a hair problem?” “I think it’s a hair problem,” he said.)


I’m still easily put off by indiscriminate hugging. But I can be moved to tears watching baseball, when the batter rounds third, races down the baseline, and the entire dugout charges out to embrace him. Granted, it’s an occasion of triumph, not tragedy. But the message is the same. You’re one of us! it says. You’re home.




Junk


Aimee Bender
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The jagged piece of red taillight that I fished from the trunk of my first car before I sold it; the tiny burgundy wooden elephant that holds a thousand tinier paper elephants that I ordered from a toy catalog when I was seven; a bottle of facial spray from a friend that’s still full; the gray rock, from an Encinitas beach, that my college boyfriend gave me, and a few rocks from various other beaches whose significance I can’t recall: My junk drawer holds uncategorizable items that only I can decipher, and even I’m not sure I can decipher all of them anymore.


My grandmother had a secret drawer in her bedroom, and when we visited, she allowed us to fish in it with our eyes closed and pick a treasure for the day from among the pens, plastic animals, and candy bars. One of my best finds was an empty smoky-rose glass Estée Lauder moisturizer jar with a gold lid, bulby and beautiful. I held it close all day and later gave a small doll a bath in it. My junk drawer has the same aura of mystery, and though I don’t fish in it, I do open it from time to time just to pick up the items inside and look at them. I like that they are both meaningful and meaningless. Even though I have to tightly cram envelopes and other useful things in the drawers that surround it, I keep my junk drawer protected.


I believe in a space that has no designated purpose and yet some reason for existence. I believe that every clean house needs a chaotic spot. I believe in places where we can go to marvel at the unknowable intricacies of our minds.




Splendor on the Couch


Nora Ephron
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I’ve just surfaced from spending several days in a state of rapture: I was reading a book. I loved this book. I loved every second of it. I was transported into its world. I was reminded of all sorts of things in my own life. I was in anguish over the fate of its characters. I felt alive and engaged and positively brilliant, bursting with ideas, brimming with memories of other books I’ve loved. I composed a dozen imaginary letters to the author, letters I’ll never actually, physically write, much less send—letters of praise, letters of entirely inappropriate information about my own experiences with the author’s subject matter, even a letter of recrimination when one of the characters died and I was grief-stricken. But mostly I composed imaginary letters of gratitude: The state of rapture that occurs when I read a wonderful book is one of the main reasons I read, but it doesn’t happen every time, or even every other time, and when it does, I’m truly beside myself with joy.


When I was a child, nearly every book sent me into something approaching bliss. Can I be romanticizing my early reading experiences? I don’t think so. I can tick off so many books that I read and reread when I was growing up—foremost among them the Oz books, which I was obsessed with—but so many others that were favorites in the most compelling way. I wanted so badly to be Jane Banks, growing up in London with Mary Poppins for a nanny, or Homer Price, growing up in Centerburg with an uncle who owned a doughnut machine that wouldn’t stop making doughnuts. Little Sara Crewe in Frances Hodgson Burnett’s classic A Little Princess was my alter ego—not in any real way, you understand, as she was a much better-behaved child than I ever was, but I was so entranced by the story of the little rich girl who was sent up to the garret to be the scullery maid at the fancy boarding school where she’d been a pampered student before her father died. Oh, how I wanted to be an orphan! I read The Nun’s Story, and oh, how I wanted to be a nun! I wanted to be shipwrecked on a desert island and stranded in Krakatoa! I wanted to be Ozma and Jo March and Anne Frank and Nancy Drew and Eloise and Anne of Green Gables—and what’s more, I could be, at least in my imagination.


Here’s a strange thing: Whenever I read a book I love, I start to remember all the others that I fell in love with, and I can remember where I was living and the couch I was sitting on when I read them. After college, in Greenwich Village, I sat on my brand-new wide-wale-corduroy couch and read The Golden Notebook by Doris Lessing, the extraordinary novel that changed my life and the lives of so many other young women in the 1960s. I have the paperback copy I read at the time, and it’s dog-eared, epiphany after epiphany marked so that I could easily refer back to them. Does anyone read The Golden Notebook nowadays? I don’t know, but back then, just before the second stage of the women’s movement burst into being, I was electrified by Lessing’s heroine, Anna, and her struggle to become a free woman. Work, friendship, love, sex, politics, psychoanalysis, writing—all the things that preoccupied me were Lessing’s subjects, and I can remember how many times I put the book down, reeling from its brilliance and insights.


Cut to a few years later. The couch is covered with a purple slipcover, and I’m reading for pure pleasure—it’s The Godfather by Mario Puzo, a divine book that sweeps me off into a wave of romantic delirium. I want to be a mafioso! No, that’s not quite right. Okay then, I want to be a mafioso’s wife! No, that’s not quite right either. Okay then, I’d rather be married to Michael Corleone than married to the man I happen to be married to. Exclamation point.


A few years later, I’m divorced. No surprise. The couch and I have moved to a dark apartment in the West Fifties. It’s a summer weekend, I have nothing whatsoever to do, and I should be lonely, but I’m not—I’m reading the collected works of Raymond Chandler. Six years later, another divorce: For weeks I’ve been unable to focus, to settle down, to read anything at all. A friend I’m staying with gives me the bound galleys of Smiley’s People. I sink into bed and happily surrender to John Le Carré. I love John Le Carré, but I’m even more in love with his hero, George Smiley, the spy with the broken heart. I want George Smiley to get over his broken heart. I want him to get over his horrible ex-wife who betrayed him. I want George Smiley to fall in love. I want George Smiley to fall in love with me. George Smiley, come to think of it, is exactly the sort of person I ought to marry and never do. I make a mental note to write Le Carré a letter giving him the benefit of my wisdom on this score.


But meanwhile, my purple couch is lost in the divorce and I buy a new couch, a wonderful squishy thing covered with a warm, cozy fabric, with arms you can lie back on and cushions you can sink into. On it I read most of Anthony Trollope and all of Edith Wharton, both of whom are dead and can’t be written to. Too bad: I’d like to tell them their books are as contemporary as they were when they were written. I read all of Jane Austen, six novels back-to-back, and spend days blissfully worrying over whether the lovers in each book will ever overcome the misunderstandings, objections, misapprehensions, character flaws, class distinctions, and all the other obstacles to love. I read these novels in a state of suspense so intense that you would never guess I have read them all at least ten times before.
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