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For Mom, the poet, for inspiring and encouraging my love of language and literature




Introduction




“I shall live badly if I do not write, and I shall write badly if I do not live.”


~ Françoise Sagan





Like most writers, I did not become a writer. I simply am a writer. Always have been, always will be. I write because I cannot not write. And when I go too long with too little writing, I feel off, out of sorts, surly, and anxious and sad. Yet, even when I do not record them, even when I stifle them and shoo them away — Not now, I’m too tired, too busy, too distracted with work, with life — the stories come, refusing to be shushed. And eventually, I listen; I let the words, the stories out; I write. I must.


Still, it took a while for me to realize that writing is not just something I do; it is an essential part of who I am. It took even longer to reconcile my writing life with the rest of my life. How can I be a writer and a wife, mother, grandmother, daughter, granddaughter, sister, aunt, in-law, friend, employee, businesswoman, housekeeper, gardener, dancer, hiker, singer, activist? I often wondered. Sometimes, it did not seem possible. Sometimes, it seemed I would have to choose: writing or a “normal” life. Sometimes, I felt like an alien in my own life… . Until I connected with other writers. Until I found my tribe.


What I found, through my communion with other writers, is that the writer’s life is about living and writing. It’s not either/or. It’s not even about striking a balance between writing and living. It’s about combining writing with living in order to be whole. Of course, that is easier said than done. That’s why we, the odd assortment of writers who make up the venerable tribe of storytellers, must help one another find and sustain that holistic equilibrium.


Writers get writers. And not many other people do. So it is important, I believe, for us writers to share our experiences and emotions, to tell of our trials and our triumphs, and to speak our truths about the writing life. On the pages that follow, more than fifty writers share their personal stories about what it is to be, and what it means to be, a writer. Their testimonials remind me of a remark by Bernard Malamud, who, when he was asked what writing had meant to him, said, “I’d be too moved to say.” I am moved by the stories in A Cup of Comfort® for Writers. I trust you will be too.


~ Colleen Sell
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Years ago, in the midst of dreaming of becoming a writer, seeing the shadow of my future writer-self outside my window, I entered a crisis.


An identity crisis.


A breakdown.


A depression.


A block.


There are many names in our culture for such experiences. Sometimes they come after a life change — a death, a divorce, a move. Sometimes they sneak up on us — we are driving merrily down our lane, and suddenly we see a stop sign from God.


Sometimes we stop. Other times we don’t, and then we get hit by oncoming traffic.


This was my stop sign: I was walking around my yard one fall morning, filling the bird feeders, and I thought, “When I die, I don’t want to have lived my life as only a professor.” A vision of my life stretched out before me: standing year after year in a windowless classroom with desks bolted to the floor in neat rows. I had been teaching at a small women’s college in the southeast, but like Georgia O’Keeffe, who taught there before me, I wanted more than that. I wanted to be a writer. I had dreamt of becoming a writer ever since childhood, and it was time, I decided, to make that dream come true.


At that moment, a hummingbird whizzed by me in the backyard, brushed past my shoulder, then stopped in mid-flight right in front of me, and looked at me. She chirped. I had begun the hummingbird’s journey.


I obeyed the stop sign, slowly. I did not run that day. I waited, responsibly, teaching dutifully until the end of the semester, and then I quit my job, and after the winter holidays, I left. I left my husband and stepdaughter to go to a two-week-long writers’ workshop in Mexico.


My teacher at the workshop was Pat Mora, a Chicana poet and storyteller. She was kind and grandmotherly, but in a sexy, laughing kind of way. On our first weekend in Mexico City, she led a group of students through the night streets of a festival, telling us about her childhood memories of El Paso and the Mayan, Spanish, and Catholic traditions that live on throughout eleven of the United States that only as recently as 1848 were part of the Mexican nation. I knew many of the facts of the history, but here it was, alive.


I’d sent samples of my poetry for her to read and evaluate ahead of time, and I desperately wanted her to like me. On the first night in our mountaintop hotel in Central Mexico, we sat together on a chocolate-brown couch in a large room with high wooden-beamed ceilings, and she said to me, “If you spent as much time and effort on your poems as you have on your academic work, you could be a success.”


I took it as an insult.


Poetry was about inspiration, I thought. Not work. It had more to do with mood and magic than research and revision, I thought.


I was wrong.


One afternoon near the end of the two-week workshop, I paid a local taxi driver to take me away. I wanted to go deeper into the forest — escape the mountaintop hotel and the students’ daily competition and nightly drinking and the small, nearby village with its American tourists circling for pottery and silver, cheap.


We drove south for hours, up and down and into the landscape. The taxi driver’s radio was on, and from time to time the Latin disco music would be interrupted by male American voices, DEA or CIA agents on planes, reporting back to base. We were not far from Chiapas.


Finally the driver stopped.


“Claro, vamos pués,” he said, getting out of the car. I hesitated.


“Es lindo aqui. Vien.” It’s pretty here. Come on.


I followed him, nervously. I was in the middle of nowhere. Anything could happen. But then, I told myself, that was true anywhere. I’d probably be in more danger in downtown Manhattan.


I thought about the Virgin of the Mountains regalo that hung from the taxi driver’s rearview window, and what he’d told me about his daughters, and how he said his wife’s pollo con molé was like poetry. Like heaven.


“Como poesía, como cielo,” he’d said. “Lo que es si bueno que todo es paz en su corazón.” Like poetry, like heaven. Something so good that everything is peace in your heart.


That was what I was searching for.


That was the hummingbird’s journey.


To peace in the heart.


We walked through the brown valley of a Mayan ruin, dry winter air caressing our faces. We were quiet. All of a sudden, we came upon the sound of a trickling stream, and there they were: dozens of hummingbirds with wings of turquoise, rose, and blue, the colors of the Mexican mountains at sunrise. I had arrived at the hummingbirds’ winter place.


And in that place is found peace in the heart: being true to yourself, listening to your muses and using your own talents and following your own path, no matter how dusty, until you come upon your own water, your own food to get you through the winter, until the coming of spring.


Then comes another season in the life of the writer. There is growth enough in the garden, but no one comes to admire your colors, all you have begun to create and become.


This happened to me, a few years after the flight to Mexico. I had written many poems and essays, even had three books completed and had started submitting them for publication. But month after month, rejection after rejection came.


My writer friend, Greg, told me to think of publishing as a boomerang — just keep sending it away, and if it comes back, send it out again.


The problem was that one summer so many boomerangs came back that, before I could catch them, they hit me in the head.


So I took off, again. This time I piled my manuscripts into the trunk of my little Geo Metro and flew west across the continent upon its red wings.


I rushed through the swamps of Georgia, Alabama, and Louisiana, and landed on the plains of Central Texas, where I finally took Pat Mora’s advice. I did original, archival research in Austin that would eventually lead to the publication of one of the manuscripts I carried. I followed the course of the Rio Grande, from its green bottom to its cactus mountain tips, visiting the homelands of some of my favorite Mexican American and Native American writers. I drove further west, and I walked and I learned about this land and its people and history, what cannot be found in most books, and what, I would later discover, would bring new depth to both my writing and teaching.


In northern New Mexico, I stopped to change the oil — I’d logged over 3,000 miles — and then headed to Ojo Caliente to drink and bathe and get massaged in its famous mineral springs.


It was on my second day there that I met Elizabeth, a grand smiling woman writer from Colorado, another hummingbird on a journey.


I was doing yoga poses in the water, and she asked me about them. I could tell from her eyes that she wanted to talk. I told her about my cross-country mission, my flight from publication rejection, and my attempt to be who I was trying to become.


“Me, too,” she said. “During the school year, I teach high school English, but every summer I come here to rest and re-gather, and then go home again.”


“How do you do it?” I asked her. She was twenty years my senior and had managed to hold together a marriage, a family, a home, a job, and the mind of a writer.


“I come here,” she answered. “It’s good for me, and I return to my husband and son with a new appreciation. Then I take the summer to write, using all the ideas I’ve stored during the school year, so in the fall I can return to my students with renewed enthusiasm.”


I nodded, slowly waving my arms in the warm water as I took in her words.


Later, dressed and dry in the parking lot as we said goodbye, I gave her a copy of one of my book manuscripts, with gratitude for the gift her story had given me, knowing that somehow I would make it — as a wife, mother, teacher, and writer. It was only a question of when.


It has been almost a decade since then. My stepdaughter will leave for college at the end of this summer, and my husband and I now have a lovely, six-year-old daughter too. I am still married. Still teaching. And I am, deep in my heart and on paper, a writer.


I have learned, on my hummingbird journeys, that my dreams about writing needed much more than inspiration or luck or the hope of a happy end.


I needed to discover how to balance hard work with the magic of language. How to push through each day with perseverance and discipline, and only occasionally give in to an outrageous urge or a whim. How to pay attention to my family and provide a steady, if small, income that nourishes us all daily. For in the end, I am human, not hummingbird, and I needed to learn how to integrate writing into my everyday life, not just get glimpses of it on cross-country journeys and fancies of flight with their potential dangers to life and limb.


Writers know well the energy that comes from these hummingbird journeys: the chance meeting that leads to opportunity, the block becoming breakthrough during a workshop, the long thoughts of the road that allow for a deeper understanding, or an idea for a project so profound that it puzzles us why we couldn’t have seen it all along.


The problem, when we are first beginning, is how to make it through daily life. It helps to think of hummingbirds staying still. They may hover in one place, but in order to do so, they beat their wings seventy times per second, using all of the energy of their tiny hearts to stay afloat, looking out with their iridescent eyes for the nearest trumpet flower or butterfly bush, something to dip their delicate tongues into so they can suck out the sweet nectar that will sustain them.


It’s hard work. Sometimes my heart beats as fast as a hummingbird’s as I hurry and try to stay focused and balanced and healthy so I can fit it all in: my writing, my teaching, my family, my friends. For as much as those early journeys inspired me, at a time when I needed the adventure and vision that long-distance travel can give, I have learned that there are smaller journeys that must be made in order to achieve true success:


To the bench outside my bedroom window where I sit, and write, and wait for dawn. To the grocery store and the garden, so I can find food for my family, something healthy to keep us grounded and strong. To my daughter’s school, where I volunteer to read stories and poetry about the fragile beauty of the earth. To the yoga studio, where I teach and take classes under the shade of a real tree, so I can slow down and breathe and get balanced. To the community college, where I teach students who barely made it through high school but still deserve the best education their small paychecks can afford. To my home, my heart, my husband, at the end of the day, where we laugh and talk and share stories of our daily journeys. To bed, where we love each other and provide a safe nest for ourselves and our daughters, so we can rest through the night and prepare for the next day. And to the land of dreams and prayers, where we remember we are part of something much greater than our solitary selves: this great world and her creator, who cares for us all, even the smallest hummingbird just beginning to make her own way.


~ Cassie Premo Steele
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I’ve never been much of a joiner, but after getting cancer, I found myself weighing the benefits of two different groups: a cancer support group and a writing group.


Bladder, colon, breast, lung, prostate, leukemia, multiple myeloma, kidney. Chemotherapy, hair loss, nausea, mouth sores, pain, neuropathy. As we went around the conference-room table and people gave updates on their cancer and treatment, the words ricocheted off the walls and each one seemed to jab at me. How did I end up in a room with all of these sick people? Oh yeah. That’s right. I’m in the Cancer Club now.


It was my turn. Everyone looked at me with encouraging eyes, as this was my first time at the meeting. “I have a rare form of pancreatic cancer called islet cell cancer.” I immediately launched into my quick disclaimer, intended to make people feel better about my diagnosis. “It’s not the bad kind where you’re given six to twelve months to live; my oncologist says I could have seven years or more. My treatment is monthly injections, and I feel pretty well.” Right then, though, my heart raced as though I’d just finished a 50-yard dash. Telling people that I had cancer still felt like a lie, like admitting to the worst kind of failure.


But I’d read that people who attend cancer support groups live longer than those who don’t. I needed as many tricks in my bag as possible, so I’d decided to give it a try. I had a history of failed attempts at joining groups, but here I was. Twenty men and women, mostly in their sixties and older, were at the Tuesday morning Living with Cancer support group. They all seemed to know each other and in casual conversation referred to the meeting simply as “group.” The term bugged me. Had I unwittingly become a groupie?


I felt like I had an open wound through which all my energy poured out as I listened to one after another describe their sicknesses and treatment in agonizing detail. My face must have shown my distress, because as I tried to slip out of the room after two excruciating hours, one of the cancer counselors caught up with me on my quick exodus to the elevator.


“Lori, I’m so glad you could make it this morning,” she said.


“Well, thanks. I am too,” I lied. I pushed the up button on the elevator.


“We recommend that you come at least three times before you decide whether or not it’s a fit for you.”


I was skeptical. But I did want to live longer, didn’t I? “Okay,” I said. “I’ll see you next week.”


Before the elevator had finished its short trip one floor up, images of my attempts to become a part of a group flashed through my mind like a slide show. There was my short-lived experiment with PAL softball the summer after fifth grade, when I discovered I didn’t really like running and that I preferred reading to swinging a bat. Quitting the Girl Scouts in the sixth grade was an act of rebellion; my radio had been confiscated at a camp-out in the local high school gym. It wasn’t that I was so into music at that time, but I was even less enamored with sleeping on a hard wooden floor. Then, in my junior year of high school, I tried out for and made letter girl, a secondtier cheerleader. It turned out I wasn’t all that cheery and was ready to quit after football season, but my best friend, Tami, also a letter girl, talked me into staying through basketball season, thus finishing the year. Even though other groups would tempt me with their promises, from high school on I was a committed nonjoiner.


A couple of months before I went to my first cancer support group, I’d enrolled in a memoir-writing workshop. Both were on my list of things to do after I was diagnosed, quit working, and went on disability. I joined the support group because of the promise of a longer life, and the writing workshop because I’d harbored fantasies about being a writer. I also hoped writing would be a way to process some of my cancer-related angst.


The first class was terrifying. The instructor asked us — about eight women — to introduce ourselves and tell why we were in the class and what we were working on. Holy cow! I thought. I can’t drop the cancer bomb on a group of unsuspecting strangers.


When my turn came, I said, “I’ve had some recent changes in my life, and I’m hoping that writing about them will be kind of like therapy.” Not quite a lie, but a major detour around the truth. I felt my heart thump and looked to the next person to deliver me from everyone’s attention.


That first session, a woman who was working on a book-length family memoir read a chapter. It grabbed me from the start; it was well written and featured a famous Hollywood couple as parent and stepparent. A fresh wave of insecurity washed over me. I glanced around to see how others were reacting. They all looked as if this story were no big deal, like they all had something equally unique up their collective sleeve. I had just left a twenty-year career in high-tech marketing, where confidence was my middle name. Now I felt like an insecure fourteen-year-old with bad acne.


After class, I waited until everyone left and approached the teacher. I had no idea who this person was, but because of her kind and constructive feedback during class, she seemed approachable. Ariel had dark, curly hair that contrasted in every way with my own cropped, string-straight, highlighted blonde hair. She wore slouchy bell-bottom jeans with a wide belt, flip-flops, and a tank top that revealed a couple of tattoos on her shoulders. She didn’t look anything like the starched authority figures I was used to in business.


“I think I may be too much of a beginner for this class,” I said. I detested my own lack of confidence.


“I think there are other beginners too,” she assured me. “Why don’t you try the assignment this week, and if you’re still not sure next week, you can drop out.”


I walked to my car and immediately called my husband, Steve, at work. “She wants us to write three pages of dialogue,” I cried. “I don’t have any idea how to write dialogue.”


“Well, did you think it would be easy?” Steve asked. “Give it a try and see if you enjoy it.”


Steve’s a musician who practices almost daily. He makes it look effortless and somehow masks the dedication it takes. Was I motivated enough to apply that type of perseverance to writing?


I didn’t quit. I started to enjoy the challenge and sense of purpose writing gave me. My confidence grew in the positive and supportive environment, and I became friendly with some of the other writers. I couldn’t believe my luck at having landed in a group of such creative and smart women. The writing assignments turned long-forgotten childhood memories into full-fledged stories that deepened my love for my family. I remembered the wind in my hair on the many cable-car rides in San Francisco. The glug, glug, glug sound when my father poured water into a cup from a canteen as we drove across the Mojave Desert one summer to visit my great-aunt in Arizona. The smell of my grandmother’s cinnamon rolls baking, while we kids sat at her kitchen eating fresh-picked blackberries swimming in cream.


The last assignment of the term was to write a 500-word story about grace. My mind immediately flew to the grace period I felt I’d been given when I was diagnosed with the good kind of pancreatic cancer — the kind where my life would be measured in years versus months. After knowing my writing group for two months, I felt that I owed them the truth of my situation. I sent Ariel an e-mail telling her I had terminal cancer, wanted to write about it, and did she think the group could handle it. She responded that she thought the group could and that she’d keep the discussion focused on the writing and not the content.


My mouth was dry that day when I read the piece in class, but as I finished up, no lightning bolts appeared to strike me down, and nobody died or even fainted. The silence was a bit longer than normal after I finished reading it, but Ariel quickly jumped in and directed the discussion to the writing. Afterward, a few people shared their shock with me and told me they were sorry. However, to my great relief, most of the conversation centered on everyone’s writing. I did not feel singled out as a sick person — not one bit. I felt light, like I had wings, as if I couldn’t be grounded by cancer.


I was ready to give the Living with Cancer support group a second chance. I sat down at the conference table and watched the room fill up with about fifteen people that day. The cancer counselor walked in, her arms burdened with heavy binders and clutching a votive candle in one hand. She sank into her chair, organized her papers on the table. She glanced at her watch, and at precisely ten o’clock she started group.


“The unfortunate reality of a group like this is that sometimes people die,” she began. She invoked the name of the woman who’d died, and some people nodded as if already aware of her death. “Our tradition is to light a candle for the person, pass it around, and have everyone, if they wish, say something. I’ll start.”


She lit a match and put it to the candlewick, and the flame burst to life. Then she relayed a short story about the deceased and passed the candle to the next person. Each person in turn shared something about the woman who, I gathered from the comments, was the irreverent wife of a minister who hadn’t been hesitant to use profanity when it came to discussing her ##&!!@# cancer. The flame danced in the air as one person slid it on the table to the next, and the vanilla fragrance floated in the air, comforting me like the aroma of baking bread. Then it was my turn. I felt the weight of everyone’s words, of the woman’s death, of my own cancer.


“I didn’t know her, but I’m sorry for all of your loss,” I stuttered. I passed the candle on quickly, afraid to hold death in my hands too long for fear it might singe me.


I left group that day more exhausted than I’d been the first time I’d attended. As I trudged out to the parking garage, I knew that my ghost of quitting groups was coming back to possess me. When I got home, I called the cancer counselor to tell her I was quitting.


“I leave the meeting feeling drained,” I told her. “I’m in another group right now where I feel a tremendous amount of support.”


“I understand,” she said encouragingly.


As I placed the phone in its cradle, an immense weight lifted from my shoulders. Later that day I registered for the fall term of the writing workshop. I would fight cancer by joining a group of the living.


~ Lori Maliszewski
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We’re back from a three-week, 7,500-mile trek across America, my two sons and I. It has been one of those Experiences with a capital E, traversing the country on the diagonal, northwest to southeast and back, in a twenty-four-foot rented RV. My sons are thirteen and eleven, old enough to be decent company but young enough still to listen to me, at least some of the time. We saw what we planned to see: national parks, Civil War battlefields, historic settlements, the Mississippi, the Gulf, the Atlantic, their Orlando grandfather. But that’s not what made the trip an Experience.


What made the trip an Experience was catching a glimpse of a pale green Luna moth with an eight-inch wingspan one night in Checotah, Oklahoma. And pulling into a gas station in Ogallala, Nebraska, just ahead of a pickup truck with an eight-foot statue of Elvis bungeed in the back. And the humid, buggy night we camped at Eskew’s Landing, “Mississippi’s Best Kept Secret,” a 200-acre former plantation. “There’s been an Eskew on this land since 1859,” the old woman drawled from behind the counter.


I was there, but I came close to missing it. I was almost too busy being a writer.


For the first few days, as we barrel across Oregon, Idaho, Utah, and Arizona, my mind works overtime turning every observation into a story. My reporter’s notebook is on the floor next to me, wedged between the driver’s seat and a shoebox full of AAA maps. It couldn’t be any closer unless it was on my lap.


Our second morning out, my older son falls asleep riding shotgun, and I sneak a glance at him: the long legs, the lanky arms, the feet that are suddenly two sizes larger than mine. By next summer he will have a deep voice. By next summer he will be giving me that sulky how-can-I-possibly-be-related-to-someone-as-lame-as-you look. I am sure there’s an essay in this. I grab for my notebook, balance it on the steering wheel, and scribble ideas as we speed across southern Idaho.


Morning three, we drive through heavy fog west of Chicken Creek Reservation in central Utah. The weather looks ominous — gray and cold and stormy — and I steel myself for hours of tough driving. But the front I imagine turns out to be only a fog bank, and we are through it and back in sunshine in less than five minutes. I am so buoyed by this, by having something turn out so much better than I expected, that I want immediately to write about it: Hail the pessimist, who goes through life pleasantly surprised; pity the optimist, who can only be disappointed. I grab the notebook.


Day four, I fill pages with seventy-mile-an-hour scrawls. I am drowning in ideas: Everyone ought to love the place they live, reads one entry. I write it after watching a girl on horseback gallop across a field next to the highway. The land is baked brown and hard and dotted with scrub, unlovely and, I imagine, unloved. But the girl, her long, chestnut hair streaming behind her, has a huge grin on her face. She loves it.


Next page I write: “RV subculture — class collision,” which comes from pulling into a KOA campground the night before and finding that our assigned space is between a $250,000 motor coach, featuring a washer and dryer and a 50-inch television, and a 1962 Airstream held together by duct tape.


Next page: Traveling west with Dennis and Phil in ’71 — when a trip was a trip. Then: The Zen of long-distance driving — meditation on the interstate. Finally: Planes, trains, and automobiles … how you get there matters. One of my pens is already running out of ink.


On day five, negotiating hairpin turns in Zion National Park, I am struck with an idea for another essay. I go for the notebook but realize I can’t write and keep us on the road at the same time. “Zane,” I call to my younger son, who has the best penmanship, “come up front and help me with something.” I hand him the notebook and start dictating.


We inch around another switchback, the one-lane road snaking between towering cliffs the color of terra cotta. I keep talking and glance over at Zane to make sure he’s getting it.


Then, I get it: There he is, head buried in a notebook, dutifully recording my words in his careful cursive so I can later make a tale out of a moment neither of us is living. Later that day, when we stop for gas, I take the notebook from its place by my seat and put it in an overhead storage cupboard next to a six-pack of SpaghettiOs.


Plato said, “the life which is unexamined is not worth living.” But I don’t think he meant examining should take the place of living. I don’t think he meant we should be so busy mining our adventures for meaning that we don’t have time to live them.


Of course, writers use their lives as text and context. That’s part of the gig. Although I do not often write about myself, everything I have written in the past decade and a half is deeply connected to my life, a reflection of who I am or who I was or what mattered most to me. I know that life and art can mix, enriching both. But the danger — the danger I recognized when I saw my son hunched over a notebook instead of marveling at the landscape — is that art can overpower life. It can, for a long moment, actually replace the experience of living.


I recently met a woman whose mother had just died of cancer. She might have spent the last year of her mother’s life with her mother, but instead she chose to spend it hundreds of miles away at the keyboard, crafting long, lyrical, literary letters about her mother’s illness that she arranged to send to an acquaintance. Before she drafted the first letter, she imagined the book the letters would someday become.


She told me this proudly while on tour promoting the book, and I tried hard not to look horrified. I appreciate that writing can be therapeutic. No doubt the letters helped her through a difficult time. But writing also detached her from the present — from being present — and shielded her from the moment. Her present was painful, mine was pleasant, but we were both prisoners of our craft.


I was at first concerned, scared really, that I’d be wasting the experience of the trip if I didn’t write about it. But I am beginning to understand that it pays to “waste” some things, if wasting means living the moment fully rather than taking notes on it for later.


We’ve been home for a while now, but I still cherish the long mid-June days I wasted with my sons, the mornings full of talk and silence, me driving, the boys taking their turns sitting up front by my side, sometimes dreamy, wordless, other times deep in monologues full of mind-numbing details about computer games and wars waged with little pewter action figures. But there was thoughtful talk too, conversations about what makes a good friend and how you decide what you want to be when you grow up and why grandma died.


At noon we would stop at some local park, where the boys would explore the terrain and play tag and fight off the insects, while I busied myself in the tiny kitchen heating up cans of Chef Boyardee ravioli and slicing apples. I loved to watch them from the window and listen to their voices, loud and confident. Wherever we were — Little America, Wyoming; Cape Girardeau, Missouri; Byhallyah, Alabama — they were immediately at home. The afternoon stretched out before us. We would eat and then spread the maps on the grass and plot the rest of the day: how many miles, how many states, which campground.


After lunch, they would often disappear into the upper bunk for hours to drowse or read or play with their video games or get on each other’s nerves. I drove in silence, happy to be close but separate. Some afternoons Zane would sit by my side, and we’d listen to a tape of Wind in the Willows, enjoying the tale as if we hadn’t heard it a dozen times before, looking over and smiling at each other at the same silly bits of dialogue. Other afternoons it would be Jackson, my older son, who would join me. Sometimes we talked. Once we whiled away an afternoon composing an epic poem about roadkill. But often we simply sat together, our minds blanked by the tedium of the road. We listened to the thrum of tires on pavement. Time slowed.


There was real pleasure in that boredom, those hours and days and weeks of traveling together, of being together, of just being. The things we did, the places we saw, the thoughts we had about ourselves and each other were part of that time, and that time alone.


I think some adventures should be lived just for the sake of the adventure. Some feelings should be private; some lessons learned for one’s benefit alone. Life, even for a writer, can just be life, not a narrative to be crafted and sold.


We leave for a camping trip to the mountains next week. The reporter’s notebook stays at home.


~ Lauren Kessler
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Some questions do not lend themselves to easy answers. “Why do you love him or her?” “How can you tolerate that?” “What are you doing in there?” and “Have you been drinking?” are examples of queries that make us stop and stare, our mouths hanging open. My favorite responses to these types of personal probes are, “Because!” “Nothing!” and “No!” This proves that the training of my adolescence was not a complete waste of time.


Recently, a close friend asked me why I write. Because he, too, is a writer, I assumed the question was rhetorical. After a few seconds of silence I realized he was serious and expected me to cough up an answer. Quickly reaching into my memory bank and rushing through the file marked “No-Fault Responses,” I blurted out, “Because!”


He was not impressed.


Why write? If “Because!” is not a suitable answer (which it obviously isn’t), then why? Having learned the danger of answering for anyone but myself, I will attempt here to give a reasonably coherent explanation of why I put myself through the scary, frustrating, exhilarating ordeal of regularly eviscerating myself on paper for all the world to see.


This is my cue to begin with the tale of my unhappy childhood, the demons that drove me, and my frenzied escape into Fantasyland. Not only is that shamefully convenient, it is untrue. Yes, my childhood was unhappy. Yes, I had demons. Yes, I escaped into Fantasyland. However, I could just as easily have become a serial killer, a prostitute, a child beater, or a politician. God, in His infinite mercy, spared me, and I instead became a writer. I do not write because of my warped past; I write in spite of it. It gives me grist for the mill, but it is never anything more than grist. My passion, alone, keeps the wheel turning.


Young girls often fall in love with horses and festoon the tops of dressers and desks with the miniature likenesses of golden palominos, black stallions, or spotted appaloosas. I loved words with the same dreamy, irrational passion. The surface of every piece of furniture I owned was crowded with books and notebooks filled with my own scrawled creations.


I told stories to my sisters and wrote poetry for my grandparents. My mother would ask me to read my latest adventure to her while she soaked in a hot tub at the end of a day that had been too long. I’d sit cross-legged on the bathroom floor, my notebook in my lap, and read. Every now and again, I’d glance up at my mother, her naked shoulders resting against the back of the tub, her eyes closed. Sometimes she looked dead, and I would stop, hold my breath, and wait. Then, her sleepy voice breaking the silence, she’d say, “‘The fairies made a boat of old pine needles.’Go on.”
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