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“Turn to Stone marks the arrival of a brave, feminist, seeking, and essential voice in nonfiction. Read this book and be forever changed.”
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“With prose that seems magic, Emily Meg Weinstein captures the inmost, almost-inexpressible experiences of climbing: those moments of transmutation, high above the ground, of stone into light, air into freedom, body into song.”

—Katie Ives, author of Imaginary Peaks: The Riesenstein Hoax and Other Mountain Dreams
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—Laurel Braitman, New York Times bestselling author of Animal Madness and What Looks Like Bravery
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PETRIFICATION (NOUN)


	
1. a state of extreme fear

	
2. the process by which organic matter is turned to stone










PROLOGUE

I WAS A HUNDRED FEET above the ground, clinging. In the distance, Joshua trees saluted the golden hour’s infinity with their cheerful punk spikes and victorious fringed limbs, but all I could see was a faint rose tinge on the granite wall inches from my face.

The rope connecting me to my climbing partner below dangled from my harness like a wet noodle. It would only go taut and hold me if I fell, but first, I’d fall a distance—much farther than I wanted to fall. When I looked down at my feet to find the next foothold, the wind blew my hair into my eyes and mouth.

“Help me,” I whispered, or more like prayed.

A voice spoke inside my head. Not God’s—mine.

No one is coming to save you, it said. You got yourself into this, and you must get yourself out. There is no God. There is only gravity, dirt, rock, and sky.

The crack was within sight, but not within reach. The crack would make me safe. I could put my hands in the crack, and they would stay there. I could jam my toes in the crack and stand up on my feet. I could put a metal piece of protective gear in the crack, and make sure it was stuck there, and clip the rope knotted between my belly and groin to it. Then, if I fell, I would not fall so far.

But until I got there, all there was to hold on to was a slight vertical bump, like a doorjamb. It was like trying to hold yourself on a wall by pinching the edges of a piece of molding.

I couldn’t hold on much longer. My rubber-shod toes were pressed on little nubs the size of chicken nuggets. (If I were a better climber, the bumps would be no wider than dimes.) Soon, my legs would start to shake and my fingers would start to slip.

I could not stay where I was. I had to make a move.

I looked longingly at the crack above. The voices of my mentors told me what to do.

“Place your feet with intention,” said Glenn, with his Deadhead ponytail and Lennon glasses and sinews never obscured by sleeves.

“Make a plan for your feet,” said Flora, in her kind and measured scientist voice.

“Just hold on!” chuckled Fred, in his SoCal drawl, miming with his huge, strong fingers. “You’d be surprised how much your body wants to live.”

Sometimes, when I climbed, I heard other voices—like my last real boyfriend’s, a pathological liar who had threatened to decapitate me—so I pulled on the rock with the strength of someone who could kill him first.

Now, clinging on, things people had said to me no longer mattered. What was true and what was not no longer mattered. Love and trust did not matter, marriage and babies did not matter. All that mattered was just holding on.

I didn’t need a ring or a house or even a van. I was closer to forty than thirty, but at this exact moment, I didn’t need to figure out how to finally achieve everything that had thus far eluded me, nor make peace with not having and maybe never getting anything my heart desired. This was the one place in the world where sorrow and shame couldn’t reach me. All I needed, and all I wanted, was to claw myself six feet higher and jam my hand in the crack.

There, was my only thought. Now.

My mind was quiet while my brain calculated. Then it told my body: Go.

I breathed in and reached up. I breathed out and placed my foot with intention. Each time my fingers grasped a new bump or dent or wrinkle or edge, I thought only: Yes.

Then I arrived. It was just a broken place, with space inside its darkness.

I sank my fingers into the crack until they locked in place. I twisted my foot into it, until the whole toe was jammed, unfurled myself, and stood tall. I grabbed a piece of metal protective gear from my harness, slotted it into the crack, pulled up the rope from between my legs, and attached myself to the wall.

I tugged on the piece. It was good. I was safe.

I pressed my cheek against the rock’s scratchy face, looking back over my shoulder at all the things I climbed to escape—the compendium of lonely weekends and holidays, the persistent longing for love and sex and safety and babies that was only getting louder and harder to bear, the bad mess I always made of it all. Just then, the sun fell below the horizon. I hugged the rock with my one free arm and wept.

I never let any man see me cry, but I could let the rock see. The rock wasn’t human. It couldn’t love me. I didn’t have to try to make it. I didn’t even have to let it. I didn’t have to be afraid of what it might do to me, in the name of love. Everything that happened here was something I had done, myself.

Things would get better now, they had to. Eventually, even the terse descriptions in climbing guidebooks always said, “The difficulties ease.”

“Emily?” shouted my belayer, holding the rope down below. “Every-thing all right?”

“Fine!” I shouted back. “Climbing!”

I took a ragged breath, inhaling the cold, clean scent of the wall. Then I charged up the crack in perfect rhythm, karate-chopping one hand and then the other, twisting one foot, then the other, until I was almost vertically walking. “Swimming up stone,” I’d once heard it called.

I kept climbing until I didn’t need to use my hands anymore. The rock flattened out and became something like ground beneath my feet. I howled with joy and relief, then looked for a place to build an anchor.

Down on the ground, it was hard to connect, hard to attach, hard to untangle, hard to let go. But up here, I understood.

“Make it good,” Fred always said, about the colorful metal protective gear I had to place correctly in the rock myself, the only thing that would catch me if I fell. Up here, I could make it good.

There was blood on my hands, but I felt no pain. I built a bomber anchor just like I’d been taught and clipped my belay device to it, threading it with the rope that would hold my partner’s life, just as moments ago, they had held mine. Checking everything twice, I yelled down, “On belay!” and watched the setting sun paint the desert sky, grinning through my tears as I pulled up the rope I had hung.
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PART I RUN FOR YOUR LIFE



Rock of ages, cleave for me

Let me hide myself in thee

—Shovels and Rope

But the rock cried out

I can’t hide you, the rock cried out

—Nina Simone








1 Run for Your Life



Well, I’d rather see you dead, little girl

Than to be with another man

—Lennon and McCartney, “Run for Your Life”



HE ONLY SAID IT ONCE, at an Egon Schiele retrospective on the Upper East Side.

He was wearing his camel coat. We stood in front of each painting for a long time, holding hands and telling stories, and I thought: This is why this is good.

I was mesmerized by a huge canvas called Lovers Man and Woman. A couple, nude, in bed. The man on his back, staring at the viewer. The woman on her elbows and knees, head tucked under, hips raised, feet flexed, pale back long and bony. The man’s outstretched arm snaked through the woman’s folded ones. Though the woman’s face was hidden, her posture conveyed anguish, while the man’s expression was challenging, poised, collected.

“Why does she look so sad,” I wondered, “when he looks so satisfied?”

“Maybe he cheated on her,” Robbie said.

“Maybe she cheated on him,” I said.

There was a change in the weather, his eyes, the room.

Still holding my hand, Robbie said, matter-of-factly, “If you ever suck another man’s cock, and kiss me with that mouth, I’ll cut your head off.”

My brain knew it was bad, but not what to do or say. If I said something, we might have a fight, and those were always bad.

It didn’t sound like a joke, but maybe he doesn’t really mean it. Did the Beatles really mean it, in the song? Sometimes Robbie, like Lennon, called me “little girl,” as a joke, or a term of endearment. Maybe threatening to cut my head off was a similar metaphor, or figure of speech.

Not long after Robbie told me the specific circumstances under which he would decapitate me, we spent a perfect winter afternoon at the art museum in New Haven, where he kept an apartment that was empty save for a bed, a recliner, and a flat-screen TV.

We made out on the benches in the empty galleries. We saw a pink neon spiral inside which blue neon letters said, THE TRUE ARTIST HELPS THE WORLD BY REVEALING MYSTIC TRUTHS.



IT WAS MOSTLY LOCALS at the horse race on the beach in Oaxaca, five months earlier, in August 2008, but there was another pair of American travelers, two guys about our age. Like my college best friend, Leila, and I, one blond, one dark-haired.

The dark-haired one, Robbie, had blue eyes and thick, tan calves. Like tree trunks, I thought, finally getting the simile. The blond one had a map of the whole world tattooed on his back. They told us they were going to import mezcal to the States, that it was going to be the next tequila.

The mezcal, the pride of Oaxaca, was everywhere—in bars in shapely glass bottles, on the dusty shelves of the little tiendas, in plastic water bottles with hand-painted cacti on them.

After the horse race, Robbie and his friend and Leila and I drank mezcal at a bar right on the beach, steps from our respective cabanas, until, hours later, it was only Robbie and me, our bare feet touching in the sand.

He was some kind of business guy, he said. Finance. I said something about capitalism, and he said something that made me laugh. Then he said, “You have a beautiful mind.”

His cabana wasn’t as fancy as ours. Our sheets were new and smooth and his were old and pilled. Our fan was on the ceiling and made of wood, and his was plastic, rattling on the cement floor. This did not matter, because we did not sleep.

I was so relieved. It had been two years since my last actual relationship, with a guilty Catholic and quiet alcoholic with whom I had guilty, quiet, Catholic sex, after I drank one or two beers in the six-pack and he finished the rest that same night, in an apartment upstairs from his grandmother’s, outside which a single pair of granny underwear flapped frequently on the clothesline like a damp flag of surrender. Then the sex with various randos that was often worse than no sex at all. Then a long drought.

Before, in my early twenties, there had been a beautiful boy who stripped down to his boxer briefs each week after yoga class, climbed into my bed, and never touched me. Then, in my mid-twenties, there was an expatriate ex-Marine hippie-hermit on a walled farm in Peru who ravaged me like the world was ending for three straight days before waking up on the fourth to tell me that he’d had “a really intense dream” and didn’t want me to get my heart broken. He said I should stay until the end of the week, but only to watch David Lynch movies and rip bong hits. Then came the guilty Catholic alcoholic, the randos, the drought.

From these experiences, I amassed a Pandora’s box of fears about my own desires for sex and love. I feared not having sex for a long time. I feared having sex I liked a lot that suddenly got taken away with zero explanation, or came and went, like mysterious weather, according to no pattern I could prepare for without remaining in a constant state of desire with no expectation of it ever being satisfied. I feared someone I wanted body and soul telling me what a fun friend I was, and how important it was that we stayed “in each other’s lives” because of our “great conversations.” I feared someone I desired turning their back on me and curling into the fetal position in my own bed, or theirs—literally overnight, in the middle of what I had naively thought could be a love affair, or maybe even love itself, and unilaterally deciding it was “just friendship” instead. I feared being wanted by someone boring and messed-up and quietly alcoholic in a way that felt more like a mucky, sucking need than any kind of mutual desire, and the only way to not be alone was to give in and pretend, which was the only thing even more lonely. Being wanted by someone I didn’t want was even more gutting than not being wanted at all, because my unmet desire had at least been real, if only to me, while the numb absence of feeling was like an empty room in myself.

The sandy, sleepless night in the cabana soothed these fears. Or obliterated them.

The next day, Robbie and I exchanged numbers while Leila glowered from a waiting cab. Then Leila and I took his recommendation and went up to a town in the misty mountains, where the locals would sell you magic mushrooms fresh from the mist, and the family that rented the cabins came to build and light your fire for you while they took effect.

It was all just as he described. Leila and I stayed up all night, and I burned a recent bestseller, page by page, because I was sure I could write a better one. Leila briefly believed she had lost her engagement ring, but then remembered she had left it at home, in New York.



BACK IN NEW YORK, a few weeks later, Robbie called.

It was the final Friday of September 2008. I had just turned twenty-nine.

He named a café on Park Avenue in the twenties, a part of Manhattan I never went to. When I got there, he was wearing a blue shirt with a white collar, already finishing a drink.

He ordered a $300 bottle of champagne and paid for it with three hundred-dollar bills. We drank it and talked, and it was just like Mexico. His eyes were so blue.

The hundred-dollar bills gave me pause, but they went with the shirt. He had a jacket, too. It wasn’t from a thrift store, like the ironic suits of the struggling artists in my ironic Brooklyn neighborhood. Robbie’s jacket was a finance jacket, new and expensive. There were no tears in the pale pink lining, only a label.

It was still light when we went out on the street to smoke. Robbie lit a cigarette, and we passed it back and forth. With one hand, he threw the butt on the ground and ground it out with his dress shoe. With the other, he hailed a taxi and opened the door.

“Where do you live?” he asked, standing before the yellow taxi in his blue shirt with the white collar.

In the cab, he pulled me astride him. He tasted like cigarettes and smelled like the beach. Crossing the East River, as we squeaked on the vinyl, I saw the bright steel beams of the Williamsburg Bridge speeding by, flashing red.

It was four days before Robbie called another taxi and left my apartment. That first weekend, and for all the months after, we slept and woke and fucked and fought at all hours. We lived beyond time and did not always eat food. That first weekend, we were so in our own world that we didn’t even notice that the stock market crashed.

Right away, Robbie said he wanted to be my boyfriend. He said he loved me. He said he was a direct descendent of a European revolutionary I’d never heard of, which was actually why his dad had had something to do with the bauxite mines in Jamaica, which was why Robbie sometimes spoke in a Jamaican accent that reminded me of the false patois of the highly problematic Sacha Baron Cohen character Ali G.

At the end of that first week in October, something happened at Robbie’s job because of the stock market crash. He worked at Citigroup, he’d said. Or maybe Citibank. Chase? One of the banks. He called me, drunk, from a pay phone. His cell phone had been shut off, he said, because of work.

He hadn’t lost his job, but he was going to work in London now. He was going to fly there every two weeks. He’d already been going once a month, but now he was going to be relocated to the London office, and they would give him his new phone.

He didn’t have a cell phone for the whole rest of the time I knew him. I could only call him on the landline at his condo in New Haven, where, he said, he was also attending the low-residency executive MBA program at Yale. When he was in London, he called from numbers that showed up with the country code 44.

My junior year of college, I studied abroad at Oxford. I knew the country code for England. It really is 44.



THE FIRST TIME HE CAME back from london, Robbie called me from a pay phone and asked me to meet him at Penn Station.

At Penn Station, he said we needed to go to Grand Central, to get oysters at the Oyster Bar. Even though it would have been only a short walk, Robbie insisted on a taxi from Penn to Grand Central, and paid with a crumpled bill.

At the Oyster Bar, we ate oysters and drank martinis. I drank one and a half martinis, which was the most I could drink without puking, and Robbie drank two and a half, then ordered another.

The check came. It was well over a hundred dollars. I waited for Robbie to pull out his hundreds, but he told me something was going on with his money, with his bank, with his card, because of the financial crisis and the new job in London.

He asked if I could cover it. He said he’d pay me back. As soon as things got sorted out in London.

I had only recently gotten my first credit card. It had JetBlue miles.

This is good, I thought, throwing it down. Miles.



QUITE QUICKLY, despite the condo in New Haven, Robbie was basically living with me, when he wasn’t in school for a weekend or in London for a week or two at a time, working at Citigroup. Or Citibank.

We went to art museums and walked in the park. We had sex for hours at all hours and then lay on my velvet couch in silky bathrobes, reading philosophy aloud to each other and then had sex again on the velvet couch in the silky bathrobes.

“Anytime,” Robbie said.

That part was true. He’d have me anytime, and I had never had that.



THERE WERE OTHER REASONS why it was good. He was an amazing cook, a magician. He could make a delicious meal out of anything. If there was a can of sardines in the cabinet and a single, slimy scallion in the fridge, somehow, with condiments and spices, Robbie made something delicious. Later, when nothing made sense, I would wonder if I let it not make sense for so long because he made things that did not make sense—like a can of sardines and one slimy scallion—taste so delicious.

One night, I came home from my day job tutoring kids all over the city, and Robbie had made two pots of soup. One was dark purple—he’d found a can of black beans. The other was light and creamy—he did something with coconut milk. He put them in bowls in the shape of a yin-yang. He put a dot of the dark in the light, a dot of the light in the dark. He didn’t touch his, just waited, watching me, as I tasted.

“How is it, baby?” he asked, tenderly.

“It’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted,” I said, and I was telling the truth.



BY THE END OF OCTOBER, the problem with Robbie’s credit card had not been resolved. Every meal we ate and every drink he drank went on my credit card. Miles and miles.

Robbie wanted to go to Bermuda for Thanksgiving. Robbie wanted me to get an IUD.

He bought plane tickets with his frequent-flier miles. I made an appointment at Planned Parenthood.

Robbie wanted to buy expensive knives to give to Leila and Simon for their wedding gift in June. That, I didn’t do. June seemed far away.



THE NIGHT OBAMA WAS ELECTED, we were at his place in New Haven, having a fight. I wanted to go out and watch the victory speech in a crowd, but the fight went on too long, though I didn’t understand how it started.

Suddenly, for reasons unknowable, he would be very angry—maybe screaming, maybe crying. He always said it was something I did, or said, but then the next time, when I tried not to do or say that thing, it was something else.

When the worst of it passed, I could hear the people outside, shouting and honking their horns, but Robbie didn’t want to go out. He didn’t want me to go out, either. He said I’d get raped. It sounded more like a threat than a concern. So I watched the speech on my phone in the condo bathroom, listening to Barack Obama’s kind, sane voice echoing off the marble walls.



AS NOVEMBER DARKENED and things got weirder, I’d think of Bermuda, and decide to figure it all out after that. I hated everything about Bermuda from the moment we arrived. The water was not warm. It was like a subtropical Britain, Union Jacks everywhere. White people being rich and Black people still working for them. Every other building in the colonizer town was a bank, and I hated every moment I spent hanging, terrified, on to the back of the motorbike Robbie insisted on renting and drove too fast.

I was homesick for my family in a way I hadn’t been since kindergarten. My parents fretted, as usual, about how to contact me while I was in Bermuda, and, once there, for the first time I felt scared by the fact that they couldn’t reach me instead of liberated, as I usually did by travel. I felt bizarrely disappeared, like I’d never come back from the Bermuda Triangle.

Robbie brought hash, cleverly packed into emptied-out vitamin capsules, and it was surprisingly strong. I hated hash anyway, but Bermuda made me hate hash more, and the hash made me hate Bermuda more.

We broke the headboard of the bed in the dark, cheap room he rented us. It was a cheesy, eighties pastel curve. I looked at the broken plastic and thought, I want to go home.

When we arrived at the airport to do just that, there was a misunderstanding. Robbie had not, as promised, bought round-trip tickets with his frequent-flier miles. His miles had bought one-way tickets, the ones that got us there. Robbie insisted otherwise, but I couldn’t make him look up the email in his phone because he had no phone. I couldn’t make him look up the email in my phone because we were in Bermuda, and I had no phone service.

But it’s no big deal, baby, he said. I’ll pay you back, I promise. Besides, he frequently reminded me, we were going to get married one day and would be very rich.

In order to leave Bermuda, I had to pay for our tickets. On the Sunday of Thanksgiving weekend. At the counter.

As they swiped my card, I didn’t feel the usual queasiness that struck as the tally of Robbie’s expenditures rose. I’d have given literally anything to leave Bermuda.



BY DECEMBER, we were fighting all the time, but we still had sex all the time, and when this was over, was I really ready for another long drought, and did I really want to be dateless, yet again, at Leila’s wedding in June?

Also, the money. I had to get him to give it back first.

One night, we had a fight about whether our future kids should go to boarding school in Switzerland. Another night, he told me that my writing was “like an emerald covered in moss,” and for some reason that made me cry, and for some reason that made him yell. Another night, we put up water for tea and then started having sex and didn’t hear the kettle whistle. All the water boiled away, and the teapot my mother had bought for me was melted and charred and smoldering, almost on fire. I opened the kitchen window and threw it, sizzling, into a pile of snow.

I went right online and ordered a new teapot, even though I owed a lot of money on my credit card already. I couldn’t not have the teapot. I’d loved it so much. The teapot arrived two days later, and I placed it on the stove. It was just like the old teapot, but a little too new. It was not the same teapot. Or maybe I was not the same person.

When he got in a mood, I just tried to give him what he needed. That’s what I learned, in all earlier iterations of intimacy—that having “trauma” meant needing “support,” and getting “support” meant “sharing your feelings,” and if that meant screaming or crying, then later, we could “repair,” which meant that I apologized for whatever I did to cause the screaming and the crying, and then tried my very best not to do it again. Sometimes Robbie even noticed me trying, and he whispered into my hair, “Get to know me. I’ve had a crazy life.”



IT WASN’T THE THING HE said at the Egon Schiele exhibit on the Upper East Side, when he casually told me he’d decapitate me. It was the night a few weeks later, in February, when, riding the subway back to Brooklyn from the Upper West Side, I decided to hop off at Penn Station and take an affordably off-peak Amtrak train to New Haven, instead of going home to Brooklyn first and taking the cheaper, grosser bus the next day, as planned.

When I called Robbie’s landline from the train to tell him I was coming, he started yelling at me that I couldn’t come, I just couldn’t come, he couldn’t tell me why, but I couldn’t come there, not tonight, please don’t. The whiplash of the way he yelled “DO NOT COME HERE,” and then pleaded, tearfully, “Please, baby, please don’t come,” turned me around.

I got off the Amtrak train somewhere in southern Connecticut, crossed the platform, bought a different ticket, and took another train back to Penn Station. Rather than go through the subway turnstile to take the A train to Fourteenth Street to get the L home to Brooklyn, I walked through the familiar tunnels to the Long Island Rail Road and took another, very late train to the very last stop—Port Washington.

I always told people that I didn’t grow up there, just “adolesced.” I always told people that it was East Egg, where Daisy lived in The Great Gatsby.

The station was so quiet, and the air so sweet, late at night coming back from the city. I crossed the parking lot to Deluxe Taxi and climbed into an idling Cadillac reeking comfortingly of air freshener. I charged the ride to my father’s business account and signed for it on triplicate carbon paper on a little clipboard with a ballpoint pen. Then I let myself into the house with the key under the mat, and crawled into my childhood bed.



I BROKE UP WITH ROBBIE over Google Chat from my parents’ house. He called me a bitch.

When I got back to my apartment in Brooklyn to change the locks, Robbie had left me a suicide note under the doormat. It said he had jumped off the Williamsburg Bridge, called me a bitch again, and said that he loved me.

When I worried he was dead, my parents encouraged me to call their couples therapist, who told me, very calmly, “That man is a pathological liar, and he is manipulating you.”

Then my mom sent me to another therapist, who had me tap on my upper lip while repeating the words “I am safe.”

My parents came to Brooklyn and packed up all of Robbie’s clothes in two cardboard cartons so I didn’t have to get near enough to smell them. My dad was so swift with the tape dispenser; it was just like I was leaving for college again. They helped me pay off the credit card debt, and I felt so fucking privileged—and so fucking stupid.

“At least it’s not rehab,” I mumbled.

“Or legal fees!” said my mom. “Could be worse!”

Eventually, they told me they’d gotten rid of the boxes. The camel coat. The blazer with the pale pink lining. The blue shirt with the white collar. Were they in a landfill? At Goodwill?

Put it out of your mind, they said. And I began to.

I slowly went back to being myself. And then I went looking for someone else to become.






2 Yosemite


THE SWEETNESS OF MY BROTHER’S face was always the first thing I noticed when I hadn’t seen him for a while. Now he was lean, and very tan, as he pulled up to meet me outside the Medford, Oregon, airport, the nearest one to the river we’d raft. Aptly named Noah, he’d become a boatman—a whitewater river-rafting guide.

There was nothing sharp or pointy about him, just a gentle solidity. His hair was the same color as mine, dark brown, his olive skin also an exact match. The only difference in our coloring was that he had brown eyes, like our mom, and I had green ones, like our dad.

When we were kids in Queens, we played astronauts and went to the moon. We did ballet routines, and I made him point his toes while I lifted and twirled him. We danced to Bruce Springsteen and Billy Joel, hurled ourselves and each other at piles of couch pillows, hacked paths through a backyard dirt mound overgrown with weeds so we could play commando, explorer, spy.

He was four years younger, but we’d always functioned as equals. When I got older and read books all the time, he made me a special room in one of his living-room tents of blankets and chairs.

“Here, Emily,” he’d said, when he was maybe five or six. “You can read in here.”

Now that the bad thing had happened, he’d made me another safe place to go. This time, it was a river.

“Let’s go get you cleaned up!” he said in a faux-Jersey accent, patting my face with an open hand. Sometimes we spoke to each other in dialogue from The Sopranos.

On the drive, he explained all the things I could do to help get ready for the trip—come to the supermarket, count out the life vests, move heavy stuff. And there was one more thing.

“So I’m kind of hooking up with one of the other guides,” my brother said, “and her dad and brother are coming on this trip. They’re pretty religious—like Christian fundamentalists or something—so try not to say anything crazy about Jesus or God.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“Like, ‘Fuck God,’ or ‘Fuck Jesus,’ or ‘I’m gonna fuck Jesus.’ ”

“What makes you think I would say something like that?”

“Because,” my brother laughed, “you say stuff like that all the time.”



WHEN JAMES SHOOK MY HAND at the pre-trip meeting by a motel pool in Grants Pass, Oregon, he wore a sneer and no shirt. He had a blond ponytail and a natural squint.

James and his father had driven up from California that day. I’d always imagined extremely religious Christian people as either Puritans, far-right, obviously closeted Republicans, or creepy priests. But James’s dad had a kind, open face. When he said, “It’s nice to meet you,” it sounded true.

I stayed with the guides at the guide house that night, woke up at dawn the next morning, and rode in the trucks that pulled the trailers full of rafts and metal boxes full of gear down to the put-in, while we all drank coffee out of stainless steel mugs with carabiner handles.

The guides were all younger than I was—my brother, at twenty-six, was one of the oldest. They wore an unofficial uniform that was different from the head-to-toe black of the punks back in Brooklyn. Board shorts with stripes and flowers, sunglasses on fabric strings. They all had the same sandals, the same baseball caps with the name of the rafting company on them. Their hair was variegated with different colors, as if they’d dyed it, but the streaks were all from the sun. Their tans and their muscles were like accessories.

They weren’t exactly punk—they wore nothing as impractical as chains or studs—but they all had necklaces, some kind of tooth or stone or metal spike on a leather cord. After they finished rigging their boats, they looped colorful ropes around their waists and clasped them with metal carabiners. These would be used to right a boat, my brother said, if one flipped over on a rock and were pinned there by the current.

He’d told me what to buy—sandals called Chacos, board shorts, a rain jacket. I’d bought it all in black, at the Patagonia and EMS stores in SoHo.

“Here,” my brother said. “Got you some Chums.” That’s what the sunglass strings were called. Even the Chums were black. He pushed the earpieces of my sunglasses through the little cloth tubes, and placed them, gently, over my head. Then he laughed at my all-black outfit. “You look like Johnny Cash about to go rafting.”

“I prefer ‘wilderness ninja,’ ” I sniffed.

The boys all had names like Tanner and Taylor and Tyler and Skyler, something that sounded like Brandon but was maybe spelled with different vowels. The girls were strong and freckled and impossibly confident. It seemed like there were multiple Kellys, of multiple genders, with multiple spellings. They all called me “Noah’s sister,” which made me feel proud and protected.

“Hey, Noah’s sister!”

“So, you’re Noah’s sister?”

They ran all over the slippery gray rocks at the riverbank, building a water world.

Someone gave me a pump and told me to inflate the thwarts—the tubes in the middle of the raft you could sit on. I bounced up and down, watching the gray rubber strain as it filled with air.

A guide came over and said, “That’s good, Noah’s sister!” then twisted the valve and let out a short hiss. “It’ll expand in the heat, so not all the way.”

There was so much to know just about water and air. It could really take your mind off the people problems.

The guests arrived, and my brother gave a safety talk that made them all laugh. He explained how you could drown in the shallows, if your foot got caught and the force of the river held you face down, so always keep your feet up. Rattlesnakes are more afraid of you. Here’s how you know if the portable toilet is occupied. We zipped up our life jackets and got in the boats.

In the very first rapid, a paying guest flipped her inflatable kayak and swam the whole thing, choking on water by the time she got pulled from the froth. She didn’t want to get back in the kayak, and none of the other guests wanted to take her place.

The guides were about to deflate the inflatable kayak when James volunteered. He paddled right up to my brother’s boat.

“Come on,” said James, looking at me, again not wearing a shirt, but that grin bordering on sneer. The inflatable kayak had two seats. I looked at my brother.

“Go,” he said. “You’ll have fun. That last rapid was the biggest one today.”

“Okay,” I said. I exchanged my boat paddle with one blade for the kayak kind, with two.

James sat in the back of the boat and steered. I sat in the front, where all I had to do was paddle. We started swapping adventure stories. I was pretty proud of the time I had tagged along on tour in Europe with an anarchist punk band, but James, though seven years younger, had already done more, even wilder things—hitchhiked to Alaska, hopped freight trains, rock climbed in Yosemite.

James told me he wasn’t a Christian fundamentalist, like the rest of his family. He was the black sheep. He hated his mother, he thought he might have ADHD, and he smoked cigarettes, but his dad didn’t know.

I told him all about my life in New York—everything except Robbie. It was hard to know how to bring up, in casual conversation, the recent ex-boyfriend who’d turned out to be a pathological liar, stolen several thousand dollars, threatened to kill me, and then faked his own suicide, so I stuck to my best stories—my travels in Central and South America, my punk rock–adjacent days, the funny things the kids I tutored for a living said, my cool Brooklyn apartment next to the Italian pastry shop where they gave me free espresso.

“I bet you and your New York friends just sit around drinking espresso and talking about movies,” James said, and I laughed and confessed that that was kind of exactly what we did.

I’d never really thought about the colors of rivers. Or the way the whitewater smelled different from the flat. The water was green, in the places it wasn’t white. As the river wound its way to the sea, it went around bend after bend, revealing different versions of the same vista—the two wooded slopes on either side, intersecting at changing angles.

When we pulled into camp, James said, “Tomorrow morning, you come with me.”



WE CAMPED ON SANDY BEACHES on the edge of a pine forest. My brother showed me how to pick a good, even place to sleep. He gave me one of the deluxe waterproof camping mattresses that the guides used. It never rained. I’d brought no tent. I arranged my things, each night, on rock furniture. At night, I didn’t read books. Instead, I looked at the stars and listened to the river.

James and I had many adventures and long conversations together in our inflatable kayak. One afternoon, we speedboated ahead of the rest of the trip with one of the guides, to score a choice campsite. We spent the afternoon alone in the sun, eating pie with a serving spoon, eating cold leftover ribs from the cooler with our hands, jumping off a fifty-foot rock that scared me, though I wanted to impress James. We stayed up late by the fire talking and drinking beer, snuck away to smoke cigarettes in the woods.

“Rock climbing is better,” said James, as we paddled the river. “No paying customers, and you can smoke weed whenever you want.”

On the last night of the trip, James mentioned that he kind of had a girlfriend.

“Call me if you’re ever in California,” he said at the end of the trip, still shirtless.

He was like all the guys I had ever liked—hot and mean, weirdly vacillating between a confessional intimacy and a confusing aloofness. I felt pulled toward him and pushed away at the same time. It was like magnetism, but also like the way magnets floated on an invisible cushion of resistance when you tried to stick like to like. As a kid, I’d practiced overriding it, forcing the red and silver sides together, so I could feel the force that would pop them apart again when I let go. Then I’d flip them around and put them near each other the way they were naturally attracted, and watch them close the distance until they stuck.

After what happened with Robbie, I’d begun to wonder whether I’d ever be able to trust my own desire again, trust that force that pulled on me, like magnetism, or the current of a river. The river could suck you down, choke you, leave you sputtering, but it could also take you for a glorious ride. How would I ever know if I were properly aligned with any force of nature? How would I know whether any person, or any feeling, was good or safe or right or real?

But James was a real person, with a real name. His dad had been there, and his sister. They were real people, too. We’d done dangerous things like jump off the big rock and swim through some of the smaller rapids, but we’d stayed safe.

Maybe not all danger was mortal. Maybe not all attraction was fatal. Maybe this force I felt could lead me somewhere I wanted—maybe even needed—to go.



“TAKE MY CAR,” my brother said, when we got back. “It’s just sitting here at the guide house. Go have adventures. See the West.”

So I changed my ticket back to New York and instead spent the Fourth of July on Leila’s parents’ yacht in Seattle. Then I changed my ticket again, so I could try to sneak into a hippie fair in Oregon, which I did sneak into—and then promptly out of, as soon as I met a guy with a house in town. Someone at the fair told me about hot springs, and then someone at the hot springs told me about a bluegrass show at an inn in a ghost town on the coast of far Northern California.

Everything in the West was new, and different from New York. Forests and trees, not concrete and steel. Pickup trucks and country roads, not trains and bridges and taxis. Creeks and swimming holes and a big, cold ocean with foggy, rocky beaches that were nothing like the warm, wide, sandy ones back East. Hippies who grew their own weed and delivered their own babies, instead of metrosexual lawyers and pale, cynical musicians. Here, the musicians farmed.

I changed my ticket home three times, not wanting to go back to New York, back to the place where Robbie had told me he would kill me, and I hadn’t made him leave.

It was almost September. Soon, I’d have to start my day job, tutoring, again. I was broke, but I was always broke. And now, I was broken—or maybe always had been, and always would be.



ONE MORE EXPERIENCE, I thought, dialing the number. One more adventure. Just to make sure I wasn’t the same person anymore.

James answered.

“It’s Emily,” I said. “From the river.”

“Come to Yosemite with me,” he offered immediately. “Tonight.”

“But I’m in Oregon,” I said. “It’s already six.”

“Then you can be here by midnight. You can sleep in my tree house. Start driving.”

He directed me to an unfamiliar suburbia, where he lived with his parents, attended community college, worked at some carpentry job.

When I got there, it was well after midnight. James’s estimation of my driving time had been based on the average ground speed of a twenty-two-year-old male, rather than a twenty-nine-year-old woman who’d failed her road test on the first try, totaled the family station wagon six months later, and then lived, carless, in New York, for almost a decade.

He still wasn’t wearing a shirt.

He held me to his bare skin and squeezed. It was my first experience of what I later came to call “the California hug.” Our whole bodies were pressed together, chakra to chakra, from sternum to pelvis. He was a head taller than I was, so even my ears were encircled in his arms, which slowly tightened, like a cozy vise, until I felt my entire body go limp in the most pleasing way. Just when I thought he couldn’t squeeze any harder, or I couldn’t melt any more, he inhaled deeply, causing me to do the same, then groaned with satisfaction as he exhaled, slowly releasing me. It was like sex yoga, or something similarly Californian. I felt my heart and breath quicken, but also a dizziness, a queasiness, a sense of approaching the top of a roller coaster but never coming down, and also like I was flying, had been punched, or might faint.

“Took you long enough,” said James. “I drank a Mountain Dew.”

I slept in the tree house. James did not. It stayed hot at night, wherever this suburbia was.

In the morning, I went in the house. It was fancy in an understated way I’d never seen before. On Long Island, the trappings of wealth were shiny and ostentatious. Huge bar mitzvah pictures gaudily framed, leather lounge chairs the same pantherish black as the eternally brand-new luxury SUVs in the driveways.

But James’s house had nature wealth. A coffee table made out of a giant burnished tree stump, woven wall hangings in quiet colors, big, framed photographs of waterfalls, a pile of smooth antlers in a glazed ceramic tray.

His parents made us coffee. Then they asked if I wanted to come to church with them. I didn’t explain about being Jewish. I just said, “Uh—”

They asked James, separately, if he wanted to go to church. We were going to Yosemite, he said, not church.

“Be safe,” they shrugged.

Then his mother added, almost as an afterthought, “Try not to do anything to get this nice girl killed.”

I tried to imagine what my own parents would say if I told them I was going to Yosemite. First, they might find out about some impending natural disaster or approaching weather pattern. They would ask if I knew about it. They might call an authority—forest-fire department, state troopers—and get more information. They would attempt to convey this information, call me repeatedly, leave multiple voicemails, then send emails about the voicemails. I would receive a separate email—Subject: Your travel insurance policy. They might suggest that I speak to a doctor they were currently seeing on a quarterly basis who ordered extensive and expensive blood work and supervised draconian elimination diets, or that I research possible endemic diseases in the region. My mother might give, or overnight express me, a baggie. Inside the baggie would be other baggies, insulated with paper towels. There might be iodine pills in there, if my parents determined that my proposed adventure were in the fallout zone of a nuclear power plant. They might, as they soon would, during the Fukushima disaster in 2011, call me frantically, until they reached me on a street in San Francisco, and tell me that they needed to fly me away from the West Coast because it was too close to Japan. Mom was on the other line with Delta right now—when could I be at the airport? I would look around at all the people on the street in San Francisco, who were drinking their lattes and not being evacuated to Long Island. They might find a report of the most recent accident that had occurred in Yosemite—maybe the limb of a big, old tree had fallen on the tent of a Boy Scout. Did I know about this? Was I going to the area where this had occurred? If I were going to a different area, did they have the same kinds of trees there? Did I get the email about the travel insurance policy? Could I estimate the total cost of my trip so my mother could email that to the travel insurance company? Who was I going with? Could they have their phone number? How about their parents’ phone numbers, just in case?

I was well over eighteen. I was almost thirty. It didn’t matter. If they lived long enough, they’d be calling me at the senior center from the residential care facility to remind me not to sit too close to the holographic television because of the electromagnetic field.

They were almost as afraid of electromagnetism as they were of radioactivity. One summer, dropping me off at camp, they’d noticed that the top bunk I’d chosen was right under the cabin’s smoke alarm. My mom had read that there was radioactive material in some smoke alarms, so my parents immediately called the camp and asked to speak directly to Forrest, the maintenance man, who was the shirtless object of many a teenaged crush, including mine. They convinced Forrest to enter my bunk while it was empty, climb up on my bed, and move the smoke alarm.

“Forrest was so nice about it,” they said proudly, when they told me of this caper, after they picked me up that summer. “He said he completely understood.”

I was mortified. Forrest had talked to my parents? Forrest had been on my bed?

“But where did he move it?” I sputtered.

“Over some other girl’s bed,” my mother said triumphantly.

But if it was dangerous to sleep under the smoke alarm, why had they made it so the other kid slept under the smoke alarm?

“Look,” my dad said. “There’re regulations. But we care about you. We love you.”

They were good at making phone calls. If they knew about James and our trip to Yosemite and decided they needed to reach me to tell me about some risk they’d assessed, they would find a way to call James’s parents. And then his parents would find out what people did to cope with the unknown when they didn’t have Jesus.

But my parents didn’t know where I was. They didn’t know who James was. They could find out, but it would take some time. I had a window here, to get somewhere they couldn’t find me, or even call me.

In my mind, I was an outlaw. I was Nancy, on the run with a rotating cast of Sids. But I was no Alexandra Supertramp. I was Alexandra Portnoy—a female version of the protagonist of a Philip Roth book, if Philip Roth had been able to imagine female subjectivity.

I was always on the run from one single entity. It was not the law, from which my white privilege almost entirely shielded me, giving me plenty of space to act like the permanent teenager I felt like I would always be. It was the Weinsteins. I was on the run from the Weinsteins. But I also was one. It was confusing, running from something that was also inside of me. It was also impossible.

That was part of what I’d been chasing, with the scary boyfriend, why I’d allowed him so far into my life, why I’d gone so far into his weird world. It was the feeling of getting away, disappearing—even if where I disappeared to wasn’t necessarily a good place, or was even the actual Bermuda Triangle.

My family was full of love, but it was also sometimes full of fear—threats and dangers that weren’t always entirely real. Sometimes, after my parents panicked about a thing that wasn’t even a real thing, it felt perversely, deliciously good to walk up to the edge of a danger that was definitely real.



ONCE HIS PARENTS WERE GONE, James jumped up from the kitchen island and began raiding their pantry. He threw things in shopping bags—granola bars, tortilla chips. We put the shopping bags in my borrowed Subaru. He went into the garage, grabbed a plastic tub, stuffed its contents into a backpack, and put that in the Subaru, too. He climbed up in the tree house, took the Therm-a-Rest and sleeping bag I’d slept on, and added those. This whole process took less than ten minutes.

“If you have a thing about real shitters,” he said, “go now. You might not see another one for a while.”

In the bathroom, they had those towels only Christian people have. Jews could have nice towels, too, but only Christian people had these kinds of towels, with seasonally appropriate embroidery, or ribbons sewn across them. Maybe it was the towels, or maybe it was the potpourri, but James and I were different. Probably because of our different Gods, even though we had agreed, on the river trip, that neither of us believed in God, only nature. But we still came from the different cultures of our different Gods, and the towels were proof.
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