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Praise for When Your Heart Says Go






“As Judy Reeves goes lightly and quickly across Europe and India, her private grief for losing her husband sharply interrupts the journey. This diary-like memoir is haunted by his death and the nagging refrain that Reeves is unsure she’s a writer while she journals her wonder, often in exquisite detail, at the undiscovered world. Her ‘search for meaning and connection’ is to find and let go of connection, to begin asserting her feminist self, and to finally own the necessity of being alone—a précis for the writing life that is and that also awaits her.”


—Thomas Larson, author of The Memoir and the Memoirist


“In scenes of quiet brilliance, Judy Reeves crafts a dazzling memoir of a woman in search of herself after the death of her husband. As she travels around the world—Paris, Athens, Moscow, Bombay—we discover the geography of her life, with its griefs, sensual joys, challenges, and dreams. This is Eat, Pray, Love for women who know that the greatest journey of all is the one that points inwards. I savored every page.”


—Mary Reynolds Thompson, author of A Wild Soul Woman and Reclaiming the Wild Soul


“Never have I felt so carried off inside a dream with all the sensual details, encounters with fellow travelers and citizens of society than when reading When Your Heart Says Go. Both a love story and a tale of grief Judy writes with achingly provocative descriptions of her around-the-world trip, taking us along on her intimate journey to heal from a tragically lost love. I fell in love with every word, just as she fell in love with who she would become.”


—Amy Wallen, author of How to Write a Novel in 20 Pies and When We Were Ghouls


“There are many compelling travels in Judy Reeves’s captivating memoir. She introduces us to people, places, trains, and moments that define her year of travel. More so, she takes us up close into her inner journey of grief, loneliness and deciding who she was going to be and how she was going to live her life after the death of her husband. Reeves’s writing speaks to something universal about loss, longing, and the human spirit. While reading her story, I was drawn into myself—a sign that a gifted writer is leading the way.”


—Lynda Monk, Director, International Association for Journal Writing, IAJW.org


“Written in luscious poetic language by a master wordsmith this memoir is filled with exquisite sensory details, colorful settings, and interesting personalities she encounters along the way. I highly recommend it!”


—Jill G. Hall, author of the Anne McFarland Series


“Through eloquent and finely articulated details of her travels, painting images from words and hoping to insulate herself from the depth of heartbreak, Reeves realizes that no matter how many different landscapes she traverses, outer change is a futile substitution for inner healing and freedom from unbearable loss. When Your Heart Says Go captures the meandering lostness of losing one’s beloved, and the compassionate joy which eventually emerges to hold it. Reeves’s book is a reminder of the truth of life creating itself newly.”


—Laura Basha, PhD, author of The Inward Outlook


“Reeves shares from her heart as she processes the death of her soulmate, taking us along on an adventurous around-the-world journey. She writes deftly and poetically from exotic cities where she not only discovers herself again but ultimately her calling in life.”


—Leslie Johansen Nack, author of Fourteen


“What an inspirational journey! In her memoir When Your Heart Says Go, Judy Reeves’s vivid descriptions take us with her as she encounters the places and people that help her open up and become a fuller person. Reeves’s beautiful book is a testament to the power of writing as well as the human capacity for resilience.”


—Sandra Marinella, author of The Story You Need to Tell


“Go on a mind-expanding, heart-expanding journey with Judy Reeves as she recounts her worldwide journey of exploration after the death of her husband.”


—Eric Maisel, author of The Coach’s Way


“When Your Heart Says Go by Judy Reeves, is one of the most hypnotic and lyrical memoirs I’ve read. Judy weaves memory seamlessly—the blue skies of Delft, the seascapes of Dubrovnik, childhood moments, the highlights of Moscow and Paris. The love of her husband and the still sharp bare landscape of losing him are threads throughout, inviting us to join her inner journey to Self. Her memoir reminds us to reflect on our inner and outer journeys to discover the core of who we are. Highly recommended!


—Linda Joy Myers-founder of The National Association of Memoir Writers, author of Don’t Call Me Mother, Song of the Plains, and the historical fiction novel The Forger of Marseille
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To Tom


“For the Good Times”


and


To my father


Don Gray


Who opened the world when he opened that world atlas









Is there an odyssey the female soul longs to make at the approach of fifty—one that has been blurred and lost within a culture awesomely alienated from the soul? If so, what sort of journey would that be? Where would it take me?


—Sue Monk Kidd,


Traveling with Pomegranates












SPRING 1990






San Diego


After Tom died, I moved from our house in San Diego’s backcountry to the beach where I felt most at home. The condominium I bought overlooked an estuary where I could sit on the balcony and watch seabirds come and go, tides shift in and out. I wanted to live to a different rhythm than the Santa Ana winds and tule fog that marked the seasons in Jamul.


It didn’t happen just like that—Tom alive, whistling as he worked with Jesús in the orchard, laying irrigation pipe and stomping dirt around newly planted avocado trees, then Tom dead and me living alone in the condo overlooking the estuary. For a few years in between I kept our business running, had an off-and-on affair with a man I didn’t trust, traveled to New Zealand and Australia with my best friend, Camille, and to Europe with my daughter, Amy.


Despite the loss and grief and confusion, I’d created a new life, a full life. In fact, too full. When I stopped long enough to reflect, to be still and listen to my body—to close my eyes and become conscious of my heartbeat and my breath—tears would invariably form; an ache lodged in my throat that was different from the physical manifestations of grief I’d experienced. The sensation seemed to come from a deeper part of me. Buried beneath the surface of my too-full life was a mysterious kind of longing, though I sensed it wasn’t more I wanted. God knows I already had more than I could handle. What I wanted escaped definition or category or even language—an ineffable yearning of the kind I imagine has set many blind seekers on a path to they know not where.


One spring day in 1990, three years after Tom’s death, as I sat on my balcony, sun glittering the water, shorebirds flying in and flying out, I heard his voice from a time long before, from when we’d first found each other. We were at my home in Cardiff-by-the-Sea. He’d built a fire in the fireplace and tossed in sprigs of juniper that crackled with an aroma he said summoned Canada, his home. Then, with a voice that preachers pray for and actors envy, he leaned close and whispered in my ear, “Now, when your heart says, ‘Go.’”


The idea came on a sea breeze, as though dropped by one of those winging seabirds. It came fully formed and utterly irresistible—sell the business, sell the condominium, sell the car, get one of those around-the-world airline tickets, and go.


Just go.












JULY 31, 1990






San Diego to London


The little commuter plane—dear God, it seems so insubstantial—trundles down the runway and makes a turn at the end. I look out the round window and see Amy’s truck parked just outside the fence. Of course she can’t see me, but I smile in what I hope is a reassuring way.


The plane straightens, speeds up, and lifts off. I get a swooping feeling in my stomach, an off-centered, momentary dizziness. Out the small window, as if looking through a camera, my view of San Diego zooms out—Mission Hills flattens into the bay, there’s Fiesta Island, and there’s the estuary that used to be my view from the condo. We continue to climb, then sail north along the coastline. Outside it’s all blue Pacific.


I blink into the Southern California sunshine that’s dulled to the color of sand by the notorious LA smog. The international terminal seems miles away, and I haul my newly purchased, fully packed, too-heavy suitcase across never-ending blacktop and through an echoing parking garage that smells of exhaust and overheated engines. July at LAX: my definition of purgatory.


At last I reach the enormous, hectic terminal where a football field of look-alike airline check-in counters stretches before me. Ducking around other travelers, I trudge along, at one point bumping my bag into a business-suited, square-shouldered, silver-haired man whose glance warns of damage that could be done, and finally locate the Pan Am check-in, get in line, and set my bag down. My shoulder aches with relief. Clearly, I’ve overpacked; I always do. Besides, though the nifty suitcase-cum-backpack combo I bought at REI is cleverly designed, I’m not the backpack/youth hostel type. I’m nearly forty-eight years old, I’ve never worn a backpack in my life, and I haven’t slept communally since Girl Scout camp.


Not an hour from home and already I’m met with a situation that calls for rapid improvisation. After I get my boarding pass, I stop at a traveler’s store along the corridor of shops and buy a set of strap-on wheels for my bag.


I find a pay phone and call Camille. It has become our custom to call each other from airline terminals no matter where we are.


“You sound far away,” she says, and I know she doesn’t mean in miles.


Ensconced in the calm that comes with reaching cruising altitude, which we’ll sustain for the next ten hours, I relax back in my seat with a sigh. I can do anything I want for the next year, anytime I want. Sleep. Eat. Write. See people, places, things. Wander, stay, go. I have Time and the absolute freedom to use it, spend it, squander it, save it, give it away—any way I want. This is the most extravagant gift I have ever given myself. But gifts often have two sides, and there is about this one something that also carries the weight of a burden.


My seatmate, an older woman in a pink velour outfit and matching lipstick, smiles an invitation to chat. But small talk would most likely include trying to explain myself, which I can’t imagine doing. I smile in return, turn slightly away from her, pull down my tray table, and open my journal to a blank page.


Pen in hand, ready to write the first words that will record what I have done—am doing—I hesitate. With some effort I resist looking back at the other choices I could have taken and instead resolve to look forward. I close my eyes and imagine myself as traveler.


Visions of me writing. Me, in cozy, semi-frumpy rooms, pensions, and two-star hotels, writing. Me on some sunny beach, tan and healthy and writing. At the theater in London, sitting at cafés in Paris, on trains along borders between countries, eventually on sun-drenched South Pacific beaches. I see me as tourist—open to others, talking, friendly, curious. I also see the me who wants to be alone, who savors solitude, knowing full well that within solitude lies sorrow and something even deeper, shadowy and questioning.


As I consider these visions of the new places I will see, experiences yet to come, I raise the little shade to glance out the airplane window. The vastness is pink and mauve and soft; the sun bright as it teases its way through clouds piled on the horizon.


I hope I will be a good guest of the places I visit. I ask myself what I mean by good guest. Writing at last, a list helps my thoughts take shape in my journal:


Giving rather than taking.


Saying thank you in whatever language is spoken.


Respecting the customs of the place and the people.


Being teachable and open to learning.


Being present in the present.












AUGUST 1–9, 1990






London


Propped up on thin pillows in my bed at the Leicester Garden Hotel where I’ve taken a room for a few days, I write of escalators—first at the airport in LA, then, ten-plus hours later, the escalator at South Kensington station in London.


There I was ambushed by a deep sense of loneliness; lost among so many people—serious people in serious clothes, people in a hurry, people going about their everyday lives. I left that everyday life in California and can’t even say why. Because it wasn’t enough? Because it was too much?


So there I was on a blistering August day in an unfamiliar place—not the me that was and not the me that will be but a limbo me, an outline.


Think of the morning sun and the shadow that trails you; the late-afternoon sun and the shadow that precedes you. But in the middle of the day when the sun is high, you don’t cast a shadow. I am the middle of the day.


I awake too late for the meager hotel breakfast and go out, squinting and a bit dazed, into the hot morning to get, if not some food, at least a cup of coffee. Not far away I find a small patisserie. Brightly lit, with a wide window onto the street and several plain wood tables and chairs, the place isn’t crowded at this late-morning hour.


Someone’s left an International Herald Tribune at my table and I read the bold headline that yesterday Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi forces invaded Kuwait. Still foggy-headed and jet-lagged, I don’t know how significant this might be. The size of the headline indicates Significant. I order breakfast and read on: the UN has levied sanctions on Iraq and President Bush has ordered navy ships to the Persian Gulf. Serious? Or another of those fracases that flare up enough to make headlines, then fade back to the usual Middle East tensions? A cup of coffee arrives, weak though it is. I turn the page to distract myself with other news.


I read that at Madame Tussauds Wax Museum the staff have removed the Queen’s head from her royal body and put it in the fridge for the duration of this record-breaking heat wave.


I’m on the move, looking for beauty. Improvising once again.


The Leicester Garden, a traveler’s hotel recommended in Frommer’s, is too plain, too basic—the carpet’s thin and the bed uncomfortable. So I set off on this scorching day to my new hotel, the Garden Country Hotel on Kensington Gardens Square.


The gravel path through the Kensington Gardens makes wheeling my too-heavy pack difficult. No, not difficult, but rough enough that I am conscious of having to drag it along. My feet are swollen in huaraches, my skirt clings to sweat-sticky legs, and I am lost. Or, if not lost, at the very least I don’t quite know where I am. And it’s bloody hot.


The trees are tall and grand and spreading and the lawns lush and green on either side of the gravel path. Benches line the way and on one a man leans back, face to the sun, shirt off. His bare chest fairly gleams in the bright light. I’m drawn to stare at his whiteness, that bit of belly above his trousers, the small and roundish pink of his nipples, his hairless chest. I don’t know when I have seen a whiter body.


No birdsong disturbs the still air; the birds must be drowsing, too, like the man on the bench. We are all, to use a British expression, knackered. The verdant aromas of late summer, grass thick and lush and tempting, if I stop here under this grand oak, in plain sight, in bright daylight but in the shade . . .


Planting myself on the grass, skirt under my legs, I remove my shoes. The contrast of my aqua skirt against the deep emerald pleases me. I rub my bare feet in the grass. Is there a better sensation for a girl with Missouri roots? This, I think, is what home feels like.


Pack placed behind me, I lean back, then slide a little farther down until I am nearly supine. My eyes can’t help but close against the branch-dappled sun, and, stranger in an unfamiliar place, single woman on the grass under a tree in a public park, I fall asleep, deeply and completely.


Every day at some news shop or another I find the Herald Tribune and read page by careful page with my coffee at a local café or lunch counter as I wander around London, blisters on my feet and head full of questions about what the hell I’m doing. Though the paper continues to be filled with news about Iraq and Kuwait, in these first days I am focused on myself, filling my journal with page after page of self-examination and self-consciousness and notes that record how I spent my day.


Who can say why a certain memory, a particular image, comes when so many others don’t? My first week in August in London I went most every day to Piccadilly Circus and bought half-price day-of tickets, sometimes for both matinee and evening performances. I walked neighborhoods, strolled off the main streets where huge oaks and London planes shaded lanes, and wandered in tucked-away squares brightened by window boxes full of summer flowers. I took the Underground, vowing to get off at a different stop every day. I attended AA meetings, visited historic sites, museums, galleries, and Harrods department store, where I remember only still-feathered fowl hanging from the ceiling. Why, in all of this grand city with its rich variety, is my most vivid memory of the afternoon I napped in Kensington Gardens beneath a great spreading tree? Why this memory and not another, seemingly more impressive one?


“Judy, you always make things so complicated,” my mother told me.


Remembering this and other scolding voices still echoing inside my head, I think, Can’t it just be a memory? Can’t it just be like a tiny box that holds the warm air, the summer smells, the dappled light, the compelling need to stop and rest?


Was it all that, the green park, the humid heat, the sensation of dense grass on bare feet, the broad and leafy tree, that brought an old and deep understanding of being where it was—where I was—safe? Was this the kind of Proustian experience in which sensory details of the present ferried me into the past, where I had a response of safety so complete I could actually fall asleep under a tree in a park in a foreign country?


Or it’s possible I was simply drugged by the whole of it—the temperature, the aromas, the leaf-veiled light—like Dorothy in a field of poppies.


Still, I wonder, why this memory, this scene and not another, appears so vividly.


I do make things complicated; I’ve never been able to simply let them be. This is one way of trying to grasp control when the whole thing—existence itself—is just a free fall into the void and I’m afraid to let go.












AUGUST 9, 1990






London to the Netherlands


On the train from Liverpool I take the final place in a four-seat arrangement with a family trio, nodding hello to Mr. and Mrs. and hello to the boy sitting next to the window, wiggly in his seat. I attempt to be nonchalant with my bottled water and tuna sandwich from the kiosk at the station. The boy wrinkles his nose and says something to his mother. I recognize the language—German—but not the words; still I know it is about my sandwich. The mother reaches into her shopping bag and gives him an apple.


I try not to notice their attention and pull my book closer. I’m reading D. H. Lawrence, Women in Love, found in a used bookstore while on a day trip to Cambridge. The prose is very romantic, lush, and wordy; I’ve read it before, but so long ago I don’t remember much. More familiar is the “how to eat a fig” scene from the movie. I want to compare the two scenes, though it has been years since I saw the film. I’m curious what a writer can do on the page compared to in a film. After all, the film has not only dialogue but also setting, actors, lighting, music. All the writer has is language.


The lights of London fade behind us as we rattle along. A young man—thin, wearing shorts, bare legs exposed—comes down the aisle and suddenly yells out, bends down, and grabs his ankle. When he takes his hand away there is blood. A lot of blood. He has sliced his leg against something sharp on the seat in front of us. His lips pull tight in obvious pain. My stomach lurches and I turn away. Digging in my paper bag from the kiosk, I find a clean napkin and give it to him.


Someone calls the conductor, who looks at the young man’s injury, blood seeping through the napkin. Then he bends down to inspect the place where the seat connects to the floor of the train—something is not fitted right or is somehow broken.


“It’s not supposed to be like that,” the conductor says to the aisle.


The injured man limps through the car and crosses through the sliding doors at the end. The conductor stands, hat in hand, and looks at the place that caused the injury. I put what is left of my tuna sandwich in the bag. The Germans and I are silent.


Lots of things happen in life that aren’t supposed to be like that.


On the ferry across the North Sea I share a room with Maggie, a Scottish woman from Australia who lives in Cambridge. Maggie is crossing to meet her husband who works in Rotterdam; she met him when she was in the UK on a yearlong work-travel journey and never returned home.


“Be ready for that,” she warns.


I wonder how one goes about becoming ready for that kind of love to strike or appear or descend—or whatever love does to us when it finds us.












NOVEMBER 4, 1978






Cardiff-by-the-Sea


I was in mid-production on an audiovisual project for the nonprofit I worked for and needed a voice-over talent to narrate the show. Tom came to audition: tall and slim, wearing a black turtleneck that emphasized both, eyes the brown of polished mahogany, and a voice like I’d only heard on radio and TV. He sat behind my desk where the light was best and read the script. He held the pages with long, strong fingers, what I came to describe as man hands.


That night at home, alone in my bed, I dreamed about him—all legs, lanky in a white suit lit by a single spotlight on an empty stage. His dark hair with auburn highlights; his voice resonating still from our afternoon encounter.


He got the part.












AUGUST 10, 1990






Tiel


The hotel in Tiel is crowded with recovering alcoholics from all over Europe—expats, military, seekers, and travelers who heard about this English-Speaking European Intergroup AA Conference or, like me, made it a destination on an otherwise empty itinerary.


An enthusiastic member of AA, a regular at three or four meetings each week, and a sponsor of several women—that was me. It may sound selfish, since one of AA’s basic tenets is about giving it away to keep it; that is, by helping others we help ourselves to stay sober, but sponsoring so many women had become draining. You can give away and give away until there’s not much left. I didn’t know it at the time, and wouldn’t have admitted it if I did, but somewhere under all my enthusiasm I knew I needed to take time for myself. For all the self-examination and therapy, all the step work and journaling, I didn’t know I was starved for solitude.


At all big AA events we smoke (some of us still do, though not me, finally), consume copious cups of coffee, and eat barrels of ice cream. In addition to the many scheduled meetings, panels, and speakers, spontaneous meetings happen in hallways, hotel rooms, and stairways.


Which is where I find myself on Saturday night. The after-banquet dance is in full swing in the ballroom, where lights are low and the music loud. I don’t have a dancing partner and am not looking for one, so I take a place on the open stairway leading from the ballroom up to the mezzanine. I’m not the only one stationed here—several of us are sprinkled all along the wide stairway.


A young American woman, only a few days sober, traveling in Europe during summer break from college, sits beside me. We share a few general exchanges. I tell her I am eleven years sober. Muted lights from the ballroom circle red and blue and green against her blond hair as she puts a match to her cigarette and exhales smoke in a sigh.


“I’m heartless,” she says. She’s looking down at her shoes. “I strangled my cat.” The words themselves are strangled. “I can’t believe I’m that cruel.”


She’s crying, sobbing really, and all I can do is put an arm around her and let her cry. The two of us an island of intimacy on some stairs in a hotel in a city neither of us has been before or probably ever will be again. Strangers, but connected for just that long in a way that, when we allow ourselves, defines humanity.


Another young woman comes to sit beside me later that evening. Also newly recovering, new to AA, new to her own anger. She tells me she has horrifying images of revenge she wants to enact on her boyfriend.


“I want to put broken glass in my vagina,” she says, “so when he fucks me, his penis will be ripped to shreds.”


There is no forgiveness, no penance given this night, or ever, in these exchanges. As many others have done for me over the years, I offer only a silent witness to their confessions, an arm around shaking shoulders, a suggestion of AA’s Twelve Steps. What do you say to a woman who tells you she believes herself to be heartless? “Why would I strangle my cat?” Or a woman so consumed by rage she imagines putting broken glass inside herself?


My mother never allowed my anger. She didn’t allow her own. And you, grandmother, and grandmother before you? How far back must we go to find the woman who allowed her own rage? Who railed against the night, against the man who raped her, the god who deserted her, the light that never existed?


Later that night, still on the stairway, another bloodletting. A young woman is cut by a sharp edge of an ice cream cart, her calf sliced, like the man on the train. She releases a sharp yell of pain and surprise; there is blood. A flurry of activity and noise below me, someone put salt on her wound—I don’t know why—another shout of pain, and she is taken off to a nearby hospital emergency room.


The music continues, the couples dance, and the women, one by one, come to sit on the smoky stairs and tell their secrets.












AUGUST 12, 1990






Tiel to Amsterdam to The Hague


I board the train for Amsterdam, where I plan to stay for—well, for however long I’ll stay. Traveling without a reservation, trusting in the luck of the traveler.


But there was none to be had at the traveler’s assist desk in Amsterdam Centraal station. “Nothing,” the broad-shouldered man at the counter tells me when it’s finally my turn.


SAIL Amsterdam 1990, a celebration of tall ships from all over the world at the height of the season, made rooms more than scarce and crowds impossible. The train station is a brick palace of a place: vast, high-ceilinged, and echoing with travelers from all over Europe.


I consider a couple of choices: go to the 7:00 p.m. AA meeting that’s listed in the international English-speaking AA meetings pamphlet I carry with me and hope for a couch at someone’s house, or get back on a train and go somewhere else.


The man at the traveler’s assist desk suggests, “Go to The Hague. It’s close and you’ll find a place there.”












AUGUST 12–16, 1990






The Hague


The Hague. Not famous like Amsterdam, with its canals and flower markets and museums, Van Gogh and Anne Frank, its music and sex shows and cannabis cafés. The Hague: political capital of Holland, home to the International Criminal Court and the Peace Palace, situated on an edge of land that runs along the North Sea; long beaches, narrow, winding streets, gracious brick homes with lace curtains and colorful window boxes.


I do find a room here. Room 24 at the Bali Hotel. Stained glass windows, graceful teak furniture in the lobby, potted plants.


After a night’s dreamless sleep in my single bed I pack my daypack with a notebook, pens, the D. H. Lawrence, and set out on a sunny morning to find a café. What a surprise when, walking down the promenade, I come upon Marty, Vladimir, and Karen, friends from the conference I’d just left in Tiel the day before.


Karen is sturdy, blond, blue-eyed, and tan; a lively woman who lives in The Hague. She seems to always be moving. And talking. And talking. Vladimir, from Moscow, is tall and long-legged, with a shot of wavy hair that hangs over his brow and an unhealthy pasty look to his skin, especially compared to the robust Karen. He’s wearing a Beatles T-shirt.


Something about Marty reminds me of Tom. Not physically. Where Tom was tall and almost too thin, Marty is shorter, stockier, with a roundish face and green eyes. But like Tom, he’s intelligent, quick-witted, at ease with language. He’s from Manitoba, so it’s also his Canadian-ness. I don’t even know what I mean when I say that. Some might think Americans and Canadians aren’t so different from each other, but to my mind we are. Americans have all that rebellious independence, a kind of swagger; Canadians don’t swagger but may have a sense of being a little superior to Americans. After all, they have royalty on their side; often we Americans don’t even have each other. Marty also has a background in radio and TV, like Tom. Like me.


Marty is bright, funny, easy to be with. While Karen and Vladimir go to the Soviet embassy so Karen can apply for a visa, we two settle in at an outdoor café. We may be flirting, Marty and me. I don’t even know; it’s been a long time since I flirted with anyone.


Later that evening, after another AA meeting, Marty and I go to dinner at the pannenkoekenhuis, where they serve pancakes bigger than my face, bigger than a dinner plate. We eat, we talk, we close the place down, and after, we amble down the darkened streets to the still-open Burger King and order American coffee and keep talking. That’s another thing that reminds me of Tom—the talking, the storytelling, the charm of it all, the charm of him.


Sometime during our long evening of stories and revelations, Marty tells me about his marriage and an affair he’d had.


I must have reacted to that because Marty stops his story, looks at me, and says, “Something just happened. Your eyes changed.”


“What changed?” I ask. We’re still at the Burger King, in one of the Naugahyde booths, our coffees between us on the Formica table, its shiny too-white top with a strip of chrome around the edge reflecting the too-bright overhead glare.


“From wondering to knowledge,” he says.


He may have seen in my eyes the consideration of us having an affair. Is this what I’ve been thinking?


I’m ambivalent about affairs. I know too many marriages that have been devastated, women who have been broken, but I understand the excitement and titillation that often precede an affair and the need and longing we humans sometimes experience, which some of us act upon. I will confess to a few affairs in my previous life, before sobriety, before Tom. But since his death I have had only the one off-and-on relationship that’s currently off.


When the Burger King closes at 1:00 a.m., I invite Marty to my room where we sit on my bed and talk until 4:00 a.m. By then, he says, it’s too late to go to Karen’s, where he is staying.


“Her door would probably be locked,” he says. “Besides, I need some space from her. She’s too bossy.”


And so we spend the rest of the night together. In bed—that small single bed in Room 24 at the Bali Hotel, sharing a single pillow, spooning together.


We don’t take off our clothes. We don’t have sex. We don’t even kiss. We simply curl together and sleep.


The next morning we return to the pancake house for breakfast.


“I had a dream about your penis last night,” I tell him as we sit at our wooden table, the sweet aroma of maple syrup making the air seem sticky. “It was really big.”


“You should see it in real life,” he says.


Love this guy. Not in a romantic, falling-in-love way, not at all like Tom but a friendly, companion-on-the-journey way. Sleeping with Marty in that small single bed in a foreign country on a journey of I don’t know what—exploration, discovery, grieving, healing, searching, all of the above—sleeping with him and not having sex: this is part of the journey too. Being in a larger world than the one I have known, behaving in ways that are new to me, different.


I am curious about who I might be as a single woman approaching fifty, alone and independent, a cauldron of emotional soup concocted of fear and excitement, dread and anticipation. Like characters in the D. H. Lawrence novel, are we contradictions or merely complex? Or like Tom’s hero in the Kris Kristofferson song, partly truth and partly fiction?












AUGUST 16–18, 1990






Amsterdam


While I drink a morning cappuccino at a table by the window at Caffé La Strada in Amsterdam, a gorgeous, loud thunderstorm assaults the day. Lightning mangles the sky and pellets of rain the size of nickels bounce knee-high off the sidewalk.


After one refill of coffee and writing about the wet onslaught for a page in my journal, the storm passes, leaving the streets gleaming and the sky appropriately Delft blue. I pack myself up and transform into tourist to take a boat tour of the old city on its canals in the freshened August air.


Amsterdam is houseboats with fancy curtains; tall, thin, pastel-colored buildings with contraptions at the topmost point above the window where furniture is hoisted up, the stairs too narrow for passage of beds and chests and tables. We glide along past thick old trees and quiet streets where bicyclists and strollers make their way. I hardly listen to the tour guide’s descriptions, picturing myself living in one of those tall buildings, bicycling here and there. I do this—gaze out train windows as we pass fenced backyards and amble along cobbled streets in old cities and wonder who I would be if I lived there. Would my Southern California self, with its residual traces of Midwest-simple, be transformed into someone more sophisticated, more worldly?


After the canal tour, still in tourist mode, I walk from Centraal station to Rijksmuseum to the Van Gogh Museum where I can’t help but weep upon seeing the originals of paintings that have been replicated ad infinitum on postcards and umbrellas and tote bags. “Vincent,” I say to the hallowed walls, “I love your sunflowers and your irises.” I may appear the fool standing before these paintings, hardly breathing, tears large and splashing as the morning’s rain. But still I say aloud, “Thank you for your round and golden suns, your starry nights.”


I often see myself this way, self-conscious and awkward, foolishly crying at the sight of a burst of bright bougainvillea on a neighbor’s fence, a fat cat lazing on a Sunday twilight doorstep, the opening notes of a remembered song that brings back a remembered time.


Call me sentimental (I am), say I’m too sensitive (I am), but of all the things I want to change about myself—my insecurity, my vanity, my inability to confront—that I am frequently and unexpectedly wounded by beauty is not one of them.


During the day of wandering and wondering I come upon an open-air tulip market. Rows and bins of bare bulbs and shelves of glorious blooming tulips. I simply stand and breathe the earthy smell in this shaded place. Memories of Midwest gardens and irises along root-cracked sidewalks take me back and back to a childhood where the freedom of first roller skates and then bicycles set me on a road toward away. Where my first temptation to travel was born: Daddy and I, side by side on our scratchy brown sofa, reverently turning pages in a pre–World War II world atlas, our fingers tracing roads and rivers and the borders of countries whose names he would say as if casting a spell—Argentina, Czechoslovakia, Tanganyika, and then to the heavens, where we recite the names of planets, and beyond even that. “The universe,” Daddy says, inching a finger along the inky expanse. “No one can say how it came to be or how big it is or where it begins or ends.”


Everywhere I go in Amsterdam I notice beautiful young people—on foot, on bicycle, alone and in twos and threes—smoking, laughing. I admire the open-faced, blond beauty of the Dutch women. Their smooth skin, their robust bodies and generous breasts, their easy style. These European women in their casually put-together outfits—scarves draped just so—look so together, so cool, so how I want to look. If I had the perfect pink scarf, I’d look cool too; I’d look together. I’d look like I belong.


I recognize this thinking for what it is. If I confessed it at an AA meeting, I’d be laughed at. I know the obsession to find that pink scarf, or the perfect bag or shoes, or dreaming out train windows of living in a different place—this if only . . . then thinking will never lead to any kind of happy ending. I know these attempts to change the outside is what I do in a futile effort to change how I feel inside. But just being aware of my flaws and foibles doesn’t lead to change; I need help.


I was seeing a therapist after Tom died. (I was also consulting psychics, going on journal retreats, reading tarot cards, and hanging out with a few self-identifying witches.) In one session my therapist, Charlie, took me through a backward journey of hypothetical events where, one by one, my communities, my work, my friends, and my family disappeared.


“What would happen then . . .?” Charlie asked as each support and connection disappeared and I tried to keep my head above the emotional waters that were engulfing me.


Finally, after every person, every identity, every defense was gone, Charlie asked, “What would happen then?”


“I would be alone,” I said. Through my tears I saw the image of a little girl standing by herself on a long, empty country road.


“What would happen then?” he asked once more, his voice soft.


“I would die,” I said, overcome with a sad truth about myself: alone, I was not enough.


Someone else might have turned to religion here, or at least faith in some kind of God. I packed my bag and turned to the road.












AUGUST 19–20, 1990






Vastradastraat


I awoke with memories of the soft Dutch night—fog surrounding a castle in a small town near here. Here is Vastradastraat, Netherlands, where I stay overnight with Sandy, whom I met at the conference in Tiel, her husband Bill, and their family.


In memory the night held a hint of lilac, an essence, a secret you just knew. The castle was large and rambling. Its towers rose high, but the castle was solid to the ground, like the Dutch themselves. This part of Holland—the lower corner that sits between Germany and Belgium—isn’t flat like the north but hilly. Farmland. Cows graze in fields outside Sandy and Bill’s home, which is filled with people—little kids, adolescents, friends—sharing stories around a big dining room table. There’s much smoking, copious refills of coffee. Bill is a just-retired army officer, “A spy-catcher,” he says, “military intelligence.” Tall and robust, he smokes a pipe and occasionally breaks into song.


Conversation stops when they listen to the news on the radio. It matters in this house; they need to know the events in Saudi Arabia. The desert, Sandy and Bill call it. They have two sons in the army, one stationed they don’t know where exactly, just the desert, and another leaving in two weeks. My grasp of the situation comes only from what I have read in the Herald Tribune.


In the morning I stay abed late after waking from a dream of making love with someone I don’t know—or, in writing of it in my journal, can’t remember—though it must have been someone I trusted; it was a lovely and gentle dream. Outside my window church bells resound, calling worshipers to mass.


Except for the bells, the room is a quiet place. The bed, with its high head- and footboards that, the night before, held me like a cradle. From downstairs I hear Bill singing scraps of Kris Kristofferson’s song, “Sunday Morning Coming Down.”


Tom was a late-night DJ at a country radio station when we first met. Sometimes I’d sit in the booth with him while he played music and talked to callers on the phone, women he’d call darlin’ while he winked at me. He loved Kris Kristofferson’s songs and “For the Good Times” was one of his favorite recordings. In our bed he’d whisper to me in that deep radio voice, Hold your warm and tender body close to mine. Even now I hear Tom’s voice and recall the look of him in the morning, waking to the tule fog outside our bedroom window, a glimpse of lavender against the hillside.


Tomorrow morning I’ll take a train to Cologne, where I plan to catch the Nord Express for Copenhagen, but for now the bells continue, dogs begin to howl in response, the aroma of pancakes comes up the stairs. I want to get up and join the family, yet I am reluctant to leave my borrowed bed.












AUGUST 20, 1990






Aachen to Copenhagen


I like overnight journeys on European trains. Sleeping in compartments with polished wood and crisp white sheets, porters who’ve turned down the bed, the rocking movement, the muffled clack-clack of metal wheels on metal track. I like awaking in the night to pull back the swaying curtain to see—nothing. Darkness. It’s safe. Nothing to do but go from here to there; waiting but not waiting. It is movement; it is en route.


The time with Sandy and her family has me recalling the years when, as young marrieds with young children, my sisters and I, our husbands, and our little ones would descend upon our parents on Sunday afternoons. I was married to my first husband then, the father of our children—a son, Chris, and a daughter, Amy. After dinner the played-out cousins slept—two and three to a bed, like puppies—and we adults played charades or games. One evening we set up a board game that pitted me against my mother. We’d gotten to the place where all it would take was one move on my part to wipe out my mother’s advantage and win the game.


“You wouldn’t do that to your mother, would you?” she said from her side of the game board, barefoot and in her cotton shirt, no makeup, still young in those days.


I’d like to think it was my normal competitiveness, which is quite strong, that made me enjoy making the move that did, in fact, eliminate her from the game. On the surface it was all done in the good-natured spirit of winning, but now looking back at that evening I see me and my mother facing each other across the board and me making the move that defeated her. I see myself slyly triumphant and know it wasn’t just competition that caused that sensation of triumph. I’d been straining against my mother’s cautions for decades—don’t show off, don’t think so much of yourself, don’t be conceited—that the sense of victory at winning the game was surely some kind of metaphoric response to that restraint of self-expression.


The Cathedral of St. Peter, a magnificent twin-spired medieval building, sits across a wide boulevard from Cologne Central Station. This is where I take refuge from the afternoon wind and rain as I await my connecting train to Copenhagen.


Inside the massive prayer-laden place old wooden pews and glossy stone floors bear witness to centuries of worshippers. Stained glass windows that, even without sunlight to jewel them, are stunning in their intricacy. The gift shop stocks black-and-white photo postcards of Cologne bombed out during the Second World War. In all the wars, in all the bombing, in all the wreckage of what we do to each other, this glorious cathedral has stood nearly unscathed for centuries. Not so the worshippers. Twenty thousand civilians were killed in the bombing of Cologne.


I don’t climb the stone steps to the spire as I’ve done in so many other churches and castles in other places, other times. On this rain-soaked August afternoon I come in from the wet and gray and buzz of the train station to this quiet and holy place.


Finding a seat in a pew, I close my eyes and abide.












AUGUST 20–25, 1990






Copenhagen


The smorgasbord sandwiches I buy at a kiosk and sit beside the water to eat are delicate open-faced constructions involving meats and cheeses and pickles and sometimes capers. Unlike the overburdened, outlandish deli sandwiches of America, these Danish sandwiches are graceful, composed, and delicious. I eat several along with rich dark coffee as I watch the parade of bicycles that passes before me. Bicycles everywhere and ridden, it seems, by everyone—old, young, and in-between—each of them rosy-cheeked and healthy.


The early evening holds the light, sunny and blue after the clouds and rain that ushered me to this city. I came anticipating whatever Copenhagen held for me. The welcoming warmth and friendliness I experienced with Sandy and Bill and their family in Vastradastraat overrode the traces of loneliness I carry, warming me even in the chill and wet of Cologne and extending its glow into the chill and wet of my arrival here. But here beside the water a melancholy that lurks just below the surface comes upon me as dusk overtakes the day. Now, on my first day in Copenhagen, though the late sun is promising, the sights in this square alluring—Tivoli across the street on one side, the imposing brick facade of city hall with its massive clock tower on the other, and all the robust bicyclists—I am here again with myself.


All my life, since I can remember, I have wanted to be a writer. Dreaming myself Brenda Starr, reporter, after that beautiful woman with voluptuous red hair, who, in the Sunday comics of my youth, traveled the world to exotic places, chasing after stories for her newspaper. Basil St. John, who wore a patch over one eye and raised black orchids, added to the story’s mystery and romance. After my adolescent Brenda Starr phase and a few years of writing heavily plotted stories and sentimental rhyming poetry, I suffered a crush on Lillian Hellman. Not the person Lillian Hellman, but a black-and-white photograph—her deep in concentration, trails of smoke rising from the cigarette held between her lips, a squat tumbler of what must be scotch on the table beside her typewriter. Somewhere in the shadowy background, her lover, the dashing Dashiell Hammett. The two of them living a noir, romantic, alcohol-fueled literary life.


This image and others—Dorothy Parker at The Algonquin, Anaïs Nin and her many journals and many lovers, Isak Dinesen and her farm in Africa—I carried jumbled in my imagination of me as writer: garrets in Paris may have been involved, stilted huts at a tropical water’s edge. Instead, married young, children early, Pop Warner football Mom and Bluebird leader; I worked in newspapers, in radio and TV, PR and marketing. Every job I’ve ever had included writing, but I never said, “I am a writer.” Instead I said, “I work for . . .” or “I do PR,” because truth be told I didn’t believe what I did was writing even though the better part of my days were ass-in-chair, fingers-on-keyboard. Now, months after selling the business Tom and I shared, I have no way to describe myself even to myself.


Walking the twilight streets back to my hotel, I remember a quote from Rilke about being a writer in his Letters to a Young Poet: “You must be able to stand the solitude.” I don’t know if I can.


The tender intimacy in that single bed in Room 24 at the Bali Hotel with Marty, the warm familiarity of friendship and family with Sandy and Bill just days ago erased the loneliness for a time, but somewhere deep inside I know that neither of these is what I long for. I have no name for this yearning, no recognition of its deeper internal origins, so it might be easy to mistake it as simply a longing for companions during the hours and days of solitude my journey offers, or to fill pages in my journal with words of loneliness while at the same time I write letters home telling of my excitement and wonderful adventures, describing to hell and back the details of places I’ve been, things I’ve seen, events I’ve witnessed.


Having a wonderful time, I write. Wish you were here.


Truth is, I am both of these—the single woman longing for what she can’t name and the brave traveler off on an extended solo adventure. This journey is my attempt to reconcile the two and create or discover a patched-together new woman—someone at home with herself and at home in the world.


Street musicians perform all around Copenhagen, and as I continue my way back to my hotel, I come upon an intense and dark young man playing classical guitar. I stop and listen and take note of his intimacy to his instrument, how his body bends to it, eyes closed, lips open, hands flashing on the strings. He doesn’t acknowledge the kroner I drop in the open guitar case that leans against his stool where some change and a few bills scatter against a small stack of CDs. I want to take a photo but it’s too dark for natural light, and I’m concerned the flash would break his concentration, though I’m pretty sure he is not present here on the sidewalk but someplace else, a place his music has taken him. I want to go there too. So I don’t stay as an observer, recording with photograph, noticing with words; I allow the night and the music to carry me away and at the same time keep me exactly where I am.


I am tourist-ing this afternoon, visiting Rosenborg Park, the royal gardens, where paths are laid out in orderly lines like the neat little sandwiches I’ve come to crave. Shrubs and bushes and great green linden trees and statues posed along the way. The day is warm and gentle and I am easy in my strolling. Here and there are other strollers, more bicyclists, of course; we all seem at ease.


Along the path I come upon an old woman whose job, self-assigned I imagine, is to shoo the pigeons from the heads of statues of these long-ago kings and queens. In a long dark skirt gathered at her waist, an apron tied around, she works her broom, sweeping and shooing.


Perched on a bench outside the invisible circle the old woman has made with her broom, I breathe deeply to shake loose my imaginings and take in the sweet scents of the gardens—still-blooming roses, pink and lavender stock, bright-headed daisies. No wonder we call certain fragrances intoxicating—all that oxygen to the brain, now I’m a little dizzy.


Here in Denmark I’m in the presence of fairy tales, especially those of Hans Christian Andersen, stories of old crones who are witches who cast spells upon on those whose dreams and desires lie beyond their grasp. What spell might be cast upon me, I wonder; what tests must I go through to find happiness. Or, as in so many of Andersen’s cautionary tales, there may be no happy ending but rather lessons to be learned.


Rosenborg Castle, constructed in the early seventeenth century, rises tall and many towered inside the royal gardens. Continuing as tourist, I pay the small fee and go inside the polished ornate halls where silver fenders stand against fancy fireplaces. I amble through a tile room, a mirror room, rooms where my huaraches scuff intricately designed floors. A royal dining service is displayed on a long table with golden dishes. Next an array of dozens and dozens of jeweled boxes. I imagine royal underwear carefully folded and placed in these glittering boxes.


Silver lions as large as carousel horses guard a throne also made of silver. And all manner of things fashioned of gold—dishes, crowns, button boxes, book covers, letter openers, scissors, glasses, pens, inkwells, eating utensils and service pieces—solid gold, gold-plated, gold filigree, and pearls of gold strung together on golden threads. Necklaces and pins and earrings set with stones so large they look unreal. Opals and pearls and sapphires, a smoky topaz as large as my fist. A necklace, brooch, and ring of diamonds and emeralds, another of pearls, another simply diamonds—except there is nothing simple about this collection.


Among all this wealth, all these treasures, used and worn by those born into it through no effort of their own except that they came through the royal birth canal and into the royal cradle, I reflect on my own birth into a Midwestern working-class family and consider what I label myself, lucky.


In AA meetings we say, “I am here by the grace of God.” Or, “But for the grace of God, I would be out on the street, still in jail, locked up, crazy. Dead.” Grace: a state of well-being derived out of nothing and given through no effort of our own. Given or granted or arrived at against what seems to be the natural evolution of circumstance. Arrived at despite our own worst thinking and bad behavior. Grace cannot be explained or reasoned or created. No tests are given by magical crones who sweep the dirt at the feet of stone statues in a royal garden. We allow it to be God-given because we have no other explanation.


The mall is brightly lit and shop windows flaunt their temptations—dresses and sweaters and skirts, jeans and pants. The weather is getting cooler now and I decide I should get some tights to wear with my skirts.


Along with all the clothes, this ultra chic store where everyone is younger than me offers a tempting array of scarves. Stacks in all colors folded together in a display that reminds me of a Pantone color chart. Reds bleed to oranges that fade to yellow. Greens, greens, greens, and blues, from the palest it’s a boy! baby blue to the deepest indigo of the waters I crossed to get here. I want them all and I want just one—the perfect one. The one that will complete the look I’ve been longing for since I noticed it on those lovely Dutch women. A blue that compliments my eyes? Something in pink, a pastel to make my blond even blonder? Not the lightest shade of pink, that pale blush that reminds me of something virginal, which is not a look I can carry off. I need something bolder. I run my fingers along the stack and stop at the scarf shaded a pink that’s left its innocence behind and is moving toward something deeper, heading toward dangerous but not in a hurry to get there.


I jockey the scarf from the stack and am pleased to discover that it ends with a couple inches of fringe. I wrap it around my neck, let the ends drape in uneven symmetry over my breasts. The fringe is a little flirty but with clear limits—like me with Marty that night in Room 24 at the Bali Hotel.


Watching myself in the mirror, I wrap the scarf once around my neck, draped and casual. Twice around and it takes on a bit of the cool, together European look I’m aiming for but haven’t quite attained. Turning, studying my reflection, I consider that look may be possible. I shake the scarf open to its pink fullness and drape it around my shoulders and it becomes a shawl.
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