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To my children.
Thank you for choosing me.
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PREFACE
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The notion of this story finally being delivered into the hands of readers feels just like the onset of labor pains when birthing my firstborn. There has been an involuntary aspect to the process of writing this book. It had a life of its own, willed itself into the world. As it got closer to publication I realized I hadn’t a clue about the outcome, the impact of this story, but decided, not without great trepidation, to trust it would be a good and beneficial one. As a private person, there is much about sharing this personal account that feels risky, too exposed. As a mother, there is much about it that feels counterintuitive, anything but maternal. But the stronger sense is that honesty is healing, that telling is freeing. My hope throughout this process has been to show how I, thanks to my daughter, was able to shape difficult circumstances into something good and in turn offer my experience as a gift in hope it could inform others. Needless to say, this is my story. If my daughter were to write her version, it would be very different. I hope she does.



AUTHOR’S NOTE
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According to the dictates of my New England upbringing, I married a man of similar social background. I believed I loved him. But more important was that he had preceded me in fact to the land and life of my fantasy—he had gone West to ranch.

It was something I had dreamed of since working for a summer in Montana. Driving from the airport to the ranch that first day . . . dust exploded behind the streamlined, silver Pontiac, as though the dust itself propelled us. The last light of day shellacked the red clay hills seated at the feet of the grapefruit sky. We sped like gods on and on into a landscape whose embrace I would never again want to escape.

After sixteen years of marriage, by then irrevocably in love with the land, I was forced to acknowledge my husband was an addict. He had become violent and abusive toward our three children and me. I couldn’t ignore it any longer. I had already stayed beyond reason.

I was thirty-nine years old. Isabelle was ten, Nick, eight, and Sophie, five. Our evacuation from desert ranch to town in the family station wagon, belongings jammed in helter-skelter, made mockery of the pristine promise of the wide-open spaces—a promise I could not believe was broken.



Then There Was
No Mountain


[image: images]



ONE
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Poplars

I was folding laundry with the phone cupped between my ear and shoulder. A cattle truck driver had called needing directions to our feedlot. Sophie, three, sat playing near me on the kitchen floor. Her brother, Nick, and sister, Isabelle, were at the one-room schoolhouse twelve miles down the road. Their father? No idea. At this point he was never where he said he was. And I didn’t care. Every minute he was out of the house was a gift. It meant no yelling, no insults. Sophie pushed her way out the screen door. I heard it slam and saw her toddle around the corner of the house past the kitchen window, headed in the direction of the sandbox. She managed to keep her balance despite the friendly nudgings of our dogs.

“The highway number out of Biggs? Just one second.” I put down the phone to search for the road atlas. “It’s Highway 30. 6:00 tonight? See you then.”

“Sophie?” I called, walking outside, expecting an instant response to give me a reading on her location. No answer. “Sophie!” I scanned the yard—no sign of her. I ran all the way around the house, and then back inside, through every room, despite knowing she had gone out, despite my certainty she wasn’t in the house at all. Searching under the beds, behind the doors helped me postpone dealing with the possibility that loomed larger and larger: the irrigation ditch. The thought paralyzed me with fear. “Sophie!” I screamed, finally running back outside, my hand holding my heart inside my chest. The dogs joined in, ran along with me, as though it were a game. I kicked at them out of rage and fear. I looked to the left and then to the right down the ditch that ran along the row of tall poplars that shadowed our house. “SOPHIE!” I finally got enough of a grip on myself to walk slowly along the narrow canal, looking for her in her floral sun suit, white sandals, and floating face down, her blond curls riding the gentle drift of the ditch water.

“Mam!”That was what she called me. “Here me am!” I looked around to see her sitting in water up to her chest inside the large, round metal culvert that guided the irrigation water under the dirt driveway. By some miracle the current hadn’t toppled her over or swept her into the deeper section on the other side of the culvert. I sprinted to her, scrambling through the mud, snatching her up. She protested. She wanted to play in the water. She had no idea the danger she was in.
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What I was looking for when I searched Sophie’s room before deciding to send her to Trek West I am not sure. I think I wanted to find something that would tell me my worst suspicions and fears were not true, like a notice that she got a part in the play, center forward on the team, showed great skill and thoroughness on her history report. Instead I found cigarettes, small mirrors, pipes and bowls, detention notices, tweezers with smoke-stained tips, beer bottle caps, eye drops. I turned up a stack of photographs taken two years before at the middle school eighth grade graduation or “moving up” as it was called. Sophie had won the school art award and had been recognized for her work as a peer counselor in the school’s Natural Helpers Program. At the punch and cookies reception in the cafeteria that followed she hammed it up for the camera with her friends. She posed for photographs with some of her favorite teachers. She was wearing a floral spring dress. Her beauty hinted at a blossoming maturity. She directed her gaze boldly at the camera, her blond hair framing her face. She and I stood under an arch of plastic flowers set up for more formal portraits. It had the school name and the date in cut-out letters across the top. I had made two sets of the prints—one for her to share with her friends, another for the family photo album. Lucky I did, for what I found in her drawer was her set of those photographs, her face painstakingly cut out of each one.

Driving home from my office that afternoon the obsessive thoughts resumed. I hadn’t seen Sophie in days. How many was it this time? Three? Was she all right? Was she going to school? Where was she? Three days, an eternity to me. I wanted to see her, hold her, be a mother to her. Ahead of me a car recklessly took the corner, the tires squealing on the pavement. Wasn’t that Sophie in the back seat? It was! I stepped on the gas. I’d catch up with them. I’d pull up alongside and say: “Hey! Hi. How are you? I miss you. When are you coming home?” Anything. A simple exchange. I was desperate for my daughter. I accelerated to match their speed. I could see Sophie between two others in the back seat. Maybe she’d be glad to see me. Maybe she would wave. Instead, she looked wildly, savagely back at me, then leaned against the driver’s seat, inclining her torso forward the way she did as a young girl to urge her ranch pony into a lope, her tiny legs kicking against his fat girth. I saw her gesture frantically at the driver with her right arm to go faster, faster, like she was wielding a riding crop. The girl next to the driver leaned out the car window and yelled obscenities at me, her hair blowing straight out from her face like she was hung upside down. The two on either side of Sophie turned and kneeled on the back seat, giving me the finger through the back window, framing Sophie’s head with their gesture. Their car raced by the houses neatly lined up along the streets. I tightened my grasp on the steering wheel. Now what I wanted was to catch them, grab Sophie, seize her, wrestle her out of that car, take her home, and keep her there, keep her there until she stopped all this. My tire struck the curb. My car swerved abruptly, narrowly missing a parked car. What in God’s name was I doing? Sophie turned back to look at me again, back at the enemy, the one on whom she pinned all the fear and hate she felt about anything, about everything. I let them pull away.

We’d been off the ranch, living in town about nine years at this point. I had been divorced and single parenting the same length of time. Looking back on it, I’d say by the fall of her sophomore year in high school Sophie had tasted most every drug imaginable. Marijuana and alcohol were her constant companions. She had experimented with speed and mushrooms and crank. She had been arrested as a minor in possession. It’s a litany any parent of a child involved in drugs recognizes. To escape my efforts to bring her to her senses, she began “couch surfing” that fall. By November she was living in her car. Each evening I called the parents of her friends to ask if they had seen her. Sometimes they would tell me. Other times they would let her spend the night and not tell me, having, I suppose, decided their approach to raising my daughter was superior to what they perceived of mine. I made every effort to be calm and reasonable, eager to maintain the little communication these parents would permit. I hated them for aiding and abetting my child’s downfall, for turning a blind eye to their children’s, for cutting me out, for “dissing” me, for ignoring my existence, my right to exercise my authority over my child. By way of flimsy consolation I told myself Sophie had moved out but had not run away. We did, after all, make contact from time to time. It was a thin distinction that provided little warmth in my frozen condition.

Not knowing where Sophie was night after night recalled a recurring nightmare I had as a single parent. I am far away from my children. A dreadful holocaust of some kind takes place. I can’t get to them. I want to be with them, to hold them. In real time, I reacted by trying to put my children in safe containers—schools, programs—so I knew where they were and, I believed, where someone, who knew what they were doing, controlled what they were experiencing.

One such container was the school I sent Sophie to her freshman year in high school, a college preparatory school in the Willamette Valley, three hours’ drive over the Cascade Mountains from where we lived in Eastern Oregon. I had pushed hard for her to go there. Private education was the norm where I grew up in New England. After brief forays into independent schools, my two older children had each returned to the public system. This disappointed me. I wanted them to have the best possible education. I also wanted them far removed from contact with their father for as much of the year as possible. Since our exodus from the ranch he had thrown himself into the arms of his addictions and into the arms of young, desperate, strung-out women scarcely older than Sophie, with their hollow-eyed children in tow. So I was thrilled when Sophie agreed, at my urging, to apply to a number of boarding schools—some back East, and one in Oregon.

She decided on the Oregon school, to be closer to home. I went irresponsibly into debt to pay for this supposed superior education and to create the distance from her father I thought necessary. He was also in Eastern Oregon, an hour away. He continued to live on what had been our ranch, letting slip between his smoke-stained fingers the now empty pastures tucked beneath the sheer rimrock cliffs, the untilled farm ground now crazy with weeds, the now empty rows of feedlot pens that hop-scotched along the gravel bench above the river, and the neglected house with him shut inside, too checked out to venture out. The trick, I believed, was to engage the children in enough other activities so they wouldn’t want to see him and risk being lured into his darkness.

With school out after her freshman year at the prep school, Sophie returned home in June. Despite the activities I had arranged, I later learned the highlight of her summer was not four weeks at camp in the San Juan Islands hiking and sailing, but the Volcanic Rock festival, a three-day event held in the lava fields at the foot of the Cascade Mountains. Sheriffs’ white patrol cars lurched over the solidified molten-black flows, scanning the throngs of teens for beer and drugs. But the concert-goers, Sophie among them, were way ahead of the law. They had buried their stash and kegs in the woods weeks before. She drank and danced and smoked and snorted herself into oblivion, and liked it. I knew this because she indiscreetly described the details of her weekend to her friends over the phone, sitting at the head of the stairs. She must have wanted me to hear.

Life had rewarded Sophie for going to the edge. To the appreciative shouts and cheers of those more timid, she was famous for jumping, without hesitation, off a cliff into the Deschutes River twenty feet below. She nailed her Bach sonata recital with minimal practice. She repeatedly won cross-country ski races on sheer guts. This dauntless quality was evident even when she was small. I would pack lunches for the children and we would explore parts of the ranch, afterward naming the trails. There was Bambi’s Trail, because we had spotted deer; Jessica’s Rump for Isabelle’s friend who took a tumble while we hiked; Skipping Stones where we picnicked along the river that snaked through our land on a beach of pebbles perfect for slicing across the flat, gray water. The Haunted Homestead hike led to an abandoned cabin with two poplar trees standing sentinel on either side of the collapsed front porch. Poplars are the telltale and lasting signature of homesteaders, marking the spot they chose to try to make a go of it, planting the fast-growing trees as a windbreak, for protection, for reassurance. More often than not on these walks, Sophie would let go of my hand and run ahead, her short legs propelling her precipitously close to the edge of the rimrock, to be the first to spot a falcon in its nest, or up the rickety stairs of the abandoned house to fearlessly roust out the ghosts we had conjured. Now, at sixteen, she brought her taste for the edge to experimenting with drugs and alcohol. Did she have poplars to mark the spot, so she could eventually return to herself?

In August, Sophie announced that she would not go back to the preparatory school and begged to attend the local high school. In exchange she promised the moon—piano lessons, athletics, an after-school job—all the things we had established as indicators of being engaged in life—external litmuses of health. We drew up and both signed a written contract—the first of many. But, as the ranch women used to say, they turned out to be “pie crust promises, easily made and easily broken.”

It all felt hauntingly familiar. I had gone down the same tortured trail with my son who, during his sophomore and junior years in high school, modeled the exact behavior Sophie now aspired to—using and lying about it, letting down those who cared most. She began the year on track, then started to miss classes. She dropped out of all extracurricular activities. She got a job and lost it. I pulled the reins in tighter and tighter. Curfews. Counseling. Revised and re-revised contracts. The high school advisor told me to be tough, to set firm boundaries, not to keep lowering the bar of my expectations. Consequences. Terms and conditions. Grade point. She finally played what she felt was her trump card—abruptly packing all her things and moving the sixty miles to her father’s. His was by now an environment of disintegration. His addictions knew no bounds. All that was left of our ranch we had lived and worked on together was an eviction notice.

Despite her deteriorated state, Sophie couldn’t tolerate the nightmarish quality of her father’s for long. Too proud to return home, it was then that she resorted to couch surfing, staying wherever she could find floor space, or sleeping in the car her father had, against my wishes, given her. Late one night in November I headed upstairs, the same, relentless questions rattling in my head. Where was Sophie? Was she alive? “Am I the only one who cares?” I whimpered out loud. “How could this happen? How could this happen to me?” There it was. The subtle strain of arrogance, of me-ness, of victimization in response to hardship. It works well, I would learn, to postpone seeing a situation for what it is and taking the appropriate action. What an extraordinary notion—that certain of us are somehow protected from bad things, don’t deserve them, are too good for them, that surely some sort of magic would happen and make them go away, that bad things only happen to bad people. An indulged childhood, growing up like a hot-house plant in the protective embrace of white Anglo Saxon New England, had somehow propagated this misguided point of view in me. Who did I think I was? Thanks to Sophie, I was about to find out.

Car headlights glanced across the front of the house. I parted the curtain and saw a car pull up. A teenage girl got out and walked to the passenger side, opened the door, and, placing Sophie’s arm over her shoulder, struggled to help her out of the car. Sophie leaned unsteadily into her friend’s body, both nearly toppling on to the frozen ground. I came back downstairs and stood in the doorway, my arms folded in protection against the cold and the truth. Sophie vomited on the doorstep in a careless, detached way and staggered toward me. “Didn’t seem like she could have made it home,” the unidentified young woman said. “Is she still living here?” The question stung. I struggled to support Sophie into the house and help her to her room. “I can do it, Mam. I’m fine.” Later, when I went upstairs to check on her, I found a half-clad body stretched out across the bed. Unable to get her blue jeans over her shoes, she had given up and fallen back on to her pillow. I called her name. She slurred a response: “I love you, Mam. I’ll do better. I will.” I helped her get her shoes off and into her pajamas. She turned on to her side and drew her favorite stuffed bear, Humphrey, to her chest. She had named him when she was five years old after the gray whale that had gotten off course, swum too far inland up the Sacramento River. The residents along the tidal river tried everything, even beating on their saucepans underwater, finally getting the lost whale turned around.

Sophie succumbed to sleep. The image of her vulnerable body, half stripped, incapable of helping herself, was too desperate for me to ignore. “How long,” my friend asked after an Al-Anon meeting, “are you going to watch her circle the drain before you do something?” I was ready. Hand me the saucepan.



TWO
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Decorating for Christmas

My boyfriend Stephen was helping me put the last suitcase in the trunk of the car when I heard the phone ring. “Oh my God, maybe that’s her.” I ran into the house.

“Yeh?” Sophie’s voice challenged me on the other end of the line.

I jetted my breath out through pursed lips as I always did when I was nervous. “You said you were headed to the ranch, to your father’s, but when I called Rachel’s, you were at her house!”

“What the fuck? Are you checking on me? And anyway, I thought you didn’t like me being out there with Dad.”

I tried to remain calm. I had to lure her home. “I’m just really glad you called back. I wasn’t checking on you. I was hoping to catch you to see if you would come and help decorate the Christmas tree. I miss you.”

“I have a party to go to.”

“Couldn’t you come by before you go?” I prayed she wouldn’t pick up on the urgency in my voice.

“Like when?”

“How about, oh, within the next half hour or so?”

“How long do I have to stay?”

“Well, I’ve made some Christmas treats. . . .”

“How long do I have to stay?”

In the background I could hear her friends—or so she called them. “Your mother’s a bitch!” Whispers. Laughter. “Just hang up!”

“Not long. But, Sophie, do come.”

“OK. OK! I’ll come decorate the fucking tree! Jeesus!” She slammed down the phone.
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The previous week, I had managed to track her down at a friend’s house. She agreed to meet me for coffee. We sat across a small table from each other, cupping our warm drinks in our hands. I reached out to trace the side of her face with my palm, smooth her hair. I saw her father in the high cheekbones, myself mimicked in the arched eyebrows, the almond eyes. She looked Geisha-like because of the thick layer of ivory makeup she wore. She cried silently. She needed some new underwear, she said. She needed makeup. She was doing shitty in school. Jake didn’t like her anymore. Dad was fucked up. She couldn’t stand it there. He watched porn with his eighteen-year-old girlfriend. They were both crack heads. I gathered up her random statements one by one—a bouquet of longing and desperation.

“Want to come home tonight? Have some soup, a hot bath?” I offered.

She hesitated, relaxed briefly into the balm of the suggestion, then pulled her head inside the hood of her black sweatshirt and abruptly got up and left.
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I ran out to the car. “Oh my God, Stephen. She says she’s coming. She just called and she’s on her way down from Rachel’s.” I was trembling. Stephen put his arms around me. Yes, please, I thought, hold me through this.

The houses on our street that night giddily flashed Christmas lights, birches and aspen startled to find themselves sparking red and green, gutters garlanded with tiny white lights. My neighbors moved in and out of the front and back doors of their life, oblivious to what was going on next door. Their car pulled in, the automatic garage door swallowed it up. The husband, with plugs in his ears, blew the sidewalk clear of snow and any other evidence of chaos.

I ached for the days on our High Desert ranch, winter days, days that stung my nostrils with cold, the sagebrush steely gray against the scurry of snow that whispered across the ground. I’d put the pickup in low gear to lurch driverless across the hardpan meadow while I hopped out of the cab and climbed up into the back to toss hay to the lowing ladies-in-waiting, already great with the next spring’s calf. I longed for chickens flocking to handfuls of corn meal, for the easy lope of the seasons, their rhyme creating my reason for being. I was so sure I would raise my children as free verse in that environment, as part of the internal cadence of nature. I longed for the ranch, and for the life where I had begun the dream that had now turned into a nightmare.

For two winters when we lived and ranched in the High Desert I followed fur trappers with my camera, documenting what they did. I followed them not because I disapproved of what they were doing but because I respected and was curious about this ancient means of making a living. One of the trappers was an older man, seventy or so, who also delivered the mail on our rural route. He had long since given up trapping bobcats, too easy, not enough sport, despite the demand from furriers in Los Angeles for the pelts. He concentrated on coyotes because, he explained, it was an even match. He respected the animal and its intelligence. He spent the summer collecting dead rattle snakes, letting their meat ferment, and mixing a strong bait using the putrid remains. Besides dead rattle snake, the ingredients he used to create the scent were top secret, as they are among all trappers. Our dogs would set up a howl when he parked his old jeep in front of our house, such was the stench. During the winter, when the coyote’s fur had set up, he would set long lines of traps covering hundreds of miles and religiously drive over the roadless distance each day to check the lines. I photographed him setting the snares. He’d dig a hole in the ground, not too deep, and lay the cocked metal trap in it. He’d carefully cover it with small twigs and grass, and then cover it gently with the fine, dry dirt of the desert. He’d then crawl backward, away from the trap, brushing his trail away with a juniper bough. His clothes, gloves, and shoes were all soaked with the same scent he used on the trap, ensuring no telltale smell of a human would alert the coyote.

My girlfriend, Sharon, had agreed to come over to help with what I was about to do. She and Stephen were decorating the tree when Sophie walked into the house, warily, like a wild animal sniffing the surroundings for the scent of danger, of imminent attack. But I had disguised the trap too well.

The scene in my house that night fractured time. The past was present in holiday decorations crafted in kindergarten; the future, wrapped in the promise of packages and decorated with bright bows, awaiting a place beneath the undecorated tree; the present, the moment itself, a staged performance of holiday cheer, scripted, premeditated. A lie. There was an air of terrible unreality, as each did their assigned part to lure Sophie into this trap of my design, her own mother. I was playing God, cheating the normal flow of life.

The universe, many maintain, is a benevolent place. But I have learned it is also cousin to the magpie. It will pick at your blind spots. Address them or you will bleed to death. I wanted to believe the fire burning, the stockings hanging, the soup simmering, the cajoling to practice piano, to get homework done, to do chores would counterbalance all ill effect, all negative influences. I avoided dealing with danger signs by tidily packing school lunches in brown sacks with my children’s names inscribed in Magic Marker and little notes inside (Have a great day! You’re the best! Your Mam loves you!). I fooled myself into thinking it would be enough: clean laundry, sit-down dinner, puppies, and goldfish that survived even when Sophie replaced the tepid water with scalding hot. The tiny gold transparent bodies swam distractedly upside down, so insane was their orientation from the radical change in their environment, until I poured in ice cubes—and they righted themselves. In my myopic state, I thought I could accomplish miracles with simple gestures, could turn the tides with fresh-baked cookies. But the forces of evil, I am reluctant to conclude, hold greater sway. My guess is four to one—four times the good is needed to counter one instance of evil in the world. I learned this firsthand.

Sophie’s older sister, Isabelle, had withdrawn upstairs—unwilling to play an active part in what was about to take place. She had dutifully come home for Christmas, to lend what support she could during yet another family crisis, leaving college concerns and her boyfriend behind. She must have resented it, having needed but been unable to get my attention during her high school years, so preoccupied was I with the needs of her younger siblings. Her brother, Nick, had come for the holidays from his winter job at Squaw Valley but was out with friends.

“Yeh, I’m here. So what?” Sophie wore her attitude as burden-somely as she wore her oversized clothes. “Can Rachel and Megan help?”

“No.” I said.

“They’re my best friends! You don’t like my best friends? You never have liked my best friends!”

“This is a family evening.”

“Fuck this. Since when are Sharon and Stephen part of the family?”

I felt certain I was going to lose her. “Sharon just dropped by. She’s just here for a little while. She’s leaving soon.”

Sophie stuck her head out the front door and yelled to Rachel and Megan. “Fuck! See you at the party! Not long! Call me!” She held her index finger to her mouth, her thumb to her ear, signing telephone.

Every exchange between them always ended with: “Call me!” as though the umbilical cord of their destructive association would never be cut so long as that leave-taking was observed. Call me! Always keep me in your thoughts. Always remind me of who I am according to how you see me, want me to be. Be my armor. Be my strength. Remind me of our beliefs. Be my false god. Help me hate myself. Call me.

She walked toward the tree, which listed slightly in the battered red metal stand, and halfheartedly picked up decorations out of the box.

“Would you like some food?”

“No.”

“You’ve got to eat something.”

“I’ll eat at the party.”

“How are you, my darling?” She again dodged my embrace. I made small talk about each decoration. “Remember this one? You made it. Look, here’s Nick’s from second grade.”

She looked around. “Where is Nick?”

“He’s at Ben’s.” She seemed satisfied with that explanation. I didn’t add that I had made sure he would be away, for I knew he would do whatever he could to sabotage my plan if he found out.

“Where’s Isabelle?”

“Upstairs,” I answered nonchalantly.

My heart was racing. I wished the box of decorations would become bottomless, that the process would never end so the next step wouldn’t have to happen. But the supply ran out and as soon as it did, Sophie headed for the telephone.

“What’s up?” I asked, though I knew full well.

“I’m going. Rachel’s coming to get me.”

I looked over at Stephen and Sharon who radioed support in their glances. I wanted more. In my fear, I wanted them to take over.

“Sophie, you’re not going to Rachel’s,” I said weakly.

“The fuck I’m not! You said I could if I came and helped decorate the stupid-ass tree and I did!”

“You’re not going to Rachel’s, Sophie.”

“Fuck this. Fuck you. Watch me.”

“Sophie, no.” I tried to sound firm, steady. “You’re going to Trek West.”

“No! NO! You can’t do this!” She ran to the back door. But it was locked and I had the key.



THREE
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Highway Motel

Stephen led Sophie to the car, which was already loaded with her belongings. Their short, anxious breaths condensed in the cold night air, panicky smoke signals. I climbed into the back seat next to her. Sharon and Stephen sat up front. Sophie knew exactly what I meant when I said Trek West. Her brother had attended the same wilderness therapy program. I had learned from what I did and did not do on behalf of Nick. Or was it the right thing, done the wrong way? I fell for the program’s hype. Their implication that their program, in and of itself, would be enough to turn Nick around—I believed them. In fact, it was just a small first step. This time I knew better.

We were soon on the main highway headed over the Cascades, trading the high desert’s stubborn scruff of sage, rabbit brush, and greasewood for the whispered hush of the dense evergreen forests of Western Oregon. We were on our way to the town where the Trek West Wilderness Therapy headquarters was located. The plan was to stay at a local motel that night and show up at Trek West in the morning. They knew we were coming. I had made the arrangements months before on the chance that I could, in fact, lure Sophie home and get her there.

To arm myself for carrying out the intervention, I had attended Al-Anon the previous Tuesday. As at previous meetings, I was again made bleakly aware of how many “qualifiers” I had—Al-Anon-speak for those in one’s life affected by drugs or alcohol. But I clung to the notion that I was better than the others in the room, that my children were better than theirs. They had, I believed, somehow done something to create the problems in their lives, but I had not. I was startled out of my haughty reverie when the woman to my right took her turn to speak. She drew her chair in closer to the long table set up in the basement of the local church.

“I’m Susan.”

“Hi Susan,” we all responded in unison.

Her hair was bleach blonde, jet black at the roots. She wore clothes that dimly recalled their original colors. Her socks were disappearing into her once white LA Gear shoes. She was missing a tooth.

“It’s my daughter,” she said in her husky, smoker’s voice. “I’m real worried. I love her so much. I would do anything.” She hesitated, her voice breaking. “I pray the way I’m loving her . . . isn’t just doing more hurt. Like you folks talk about here. I want to learn. How can I? God help me. Her Dad’s a deadbeat. I’m workin’ two jobs. . . . I can’t believe this would happen to a child of mine. Not drugs. I’ve taught her right. Raised her up right. I have.” She fell silent.

“Thank you, Susan,” everyone chorused in solemn unison.

During the silence that followed, as we sat and waited for the next member to voluntarily speak, I could feel the feverish heat of shame climb up and over my body, like a prickly vine, spiking my cheeks with red. Who did I think I was? This woman was my sister in heartache, in hope, the shared impact of life’s hard hits. Al-Anon says drugs are the great equalizer and, if we’re willing to learn, the great teacher. It took Susan to show me.

Somewhere there should be a statue commemorating single mothers, the modern day Mother Courage, the twenty-first-century heroine; a statue honoring Susan seated next to me at the Al-Anon meeting in the church basement in the middle of nowhere. It should memorialize all the symptoms of trying against all the odds of adversity, in bronze, placed prominently in the town square. I could see it: a woman, with children in her lap; scattered about her feet a scrawled grocery list, stacks of bills, job applications—the shrapnel of trying to do too much for too many on not enough.

Many of the single parents I know achieve such grandeur in their approach to making life a secure and promising place, it takes my breath away. My friend Hannah is one. She had been married to a Wasco Indian. Each Friday evening she draws her children to her in a circle, a self-styled ritual they mutually created. They drum—each on one of their own making, fashioned out of dried and stretched cowhide, decorated with feathers, painted and beaded. They drum and drum until the rhythm they create mimics, then echoes, then transcends the beating of their hearts. Each takes a turn in announcing a single goal for the next week. It can be a simple goal: Remember to brush my teeth. Or something grander: Get on the dance team. None are commented on—all gently let like incense to float into the evening air. Then a meal, prepared together. When the week begins again and they return to school, to the boyfriend’s embrace, to stand before the critical regard of peers—the benediction of these Fridays sustains them like nothing else. This is the ingeniousness born out of the adversity of single parenting. We must pay such excruciating attention. The net beneath us all is so very thin. And we know it. The realization freezes some of us in fear. Others it inspires.
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