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Additional Praise for


WRITING IS MY DRINK


“For those feeling overwhelmed or battered by writer’s block or self-doubt, this book is a magic carpet ride out of that muck and into wide-open, soul-connected creative flow, uncannily engaging for people who generally can’t abide writing guides. And Nestor is a quietly captivating, intimate, healing storyteller—the best and rarest kind.”


—Candace Walsh, author of Licking the Spoon: A Memoir of Food, Family, and Identity


“This is a book to savor, each delicious and thoroughly entertaining chapter revealing not just more of Theo’s brilliance, but your own as well. For all those yearning to discover your own creative and unique inner literary genius, look no further. You’ve come home.”


—Katherine Woodward Thomas, bestselling author of Calling In “The One”


Praise for


HOW TO SLEEP ALONE IN A KING-SIZE BED: A MEMOIR OF STARTING OVER


“Nestor has a big heart, a real feeling for the pain and craziness of human life.”


—Frank McCourt, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Angela’s Ashes


“Theo Nestor has an uncommon ability to evoke common yet very intense emotions. How to Sleep Alone in a King-Size Bed is smart, astringent, funny, precise, candid, and possesses not an ounce of self-pity.”


—David Shields, New York Times bestselling author of The Thing About Life Is That One Day You’ll Be Dead


“Heartbreakingly honest, wryly funny, and revelatory . . . [Nestor’s] clever and relatable prose makes her tale endearing and insightful, and she sidesteps the clichés of a woman wounded with bittersweet honesty.”


—LadiesHomeJournal.com


“A divorced mother’s funny, chatty, revealing take on Splitsville—with just enough anguish and sadness to be utterly believable . . . An unexpected treat here is a vivid portrait of the author’s thrice-married, utterly nonmaternal but generous mother . . . Women going through the pain and turmoil of separation and divorce will appreciate Nestor’s candor and wit. Not another slick how-to, but a comforting reminder that life goes on after the spouse is gone.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Nestor writes with a self-possession and gentleness that is arresting—offering sentiment, without sentimentality.”


—Seattle Magazine
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For my daughters




Sometimes you have to play a long time to be able to play like yourself.


—MILES DAVIS





Introduction


Two competing forces have dominated my life: a great need to please others and an equally powerful desire for expression, a tumbleweed that has grown in mass and velocity with the passing years. Now that I’m a writer and a writing teacher, I can safely say that expression will prevail, but the imprint of the small girl who tried to make herself smaller still shimmers within me, reminding me of the long way I’ve come to find my own voice and to trust it.


When I was seven, my mother and I attended a horse show in which a family we knew had a couple of horses. The Wilsons were a family of accomplished children and prizewinning horses, a family together enough to obtain quilted covers for their blender and toaster. They provided a vivid contrast to my single-mom family with siblings scattered. My mother never said, “I need their approval,” but even as a kid I could feel it—in her eagerness to speak, her laugh, her carefully applied pink lipstick.


After the show, horses promenaded between track and stables. I remember the satiny ribbons of blue and red and white. I loved the order of it: first place, second place, third. It was a hot California day in the mid-1960s, the hills parched yellow except for the dark green spots where old oaks offered circles of shade. I stood between my mother and one of the Wilsons’ horses, taking in the all-knowing horse eye, its crazy straight eyelashes, the fly on the nose tolerated for only a second. And then the horse shuffled its hooves a bit and one hoof pressed silently onto my foot. Pain shot through me. I wanted to scream, but my mother was talking to Mrs. Wilson, and I’d been taught never to interrupt. Good manners were integral to my identity; more than once, I’d imagined a chance to curtsy—usually a fluke meeting with a queen or a Kennedy. My mother was talking very quickly, and there didn’t even seem to be a quick inhale of breath in which I could wedge my voice. Finally, the pain was intolerable, and I spoke—very quietly—the line that would soon become legend: “Excuse me, the horse is on my foot.”


A moment later the horse was shooed off my foot and the incident was over, but the story of my passivity lived on and has been retold so many times that it has become an emblem of my childhood self—a sort of calling card for the younger me, the timid girl too afraid to speak up when needed, or to risk the displeasure of others even at the cost of her own welfare. I cringe during the retelling of this story, which my mother tells without malicious intent and with great affection. When she gets to the “Excuse me” part she uses the smallest of voices, unaware that my silence had once been a boilerplate item in the unspoken contract between us.


I don’t mind telling this story today, though, because I now am telling it in my own voice. It’s not a funny story when I tell it. “Excuse me” is no longer the punch line. The heat, the yellow hills, the fly, they’re all mine. When I tell the story myself, in my own voice, I understand why the young me did not speak up sooner and I forgive her for it. Forgiving her has become an essential part of uncovering my own voice. My “uncovery.”


•  •  •


Like many kids who grew up in the blue cloud of the 1960s, I spent the bulk of my childhood feeling like I had to be “good.” I didn’t come up with this on my own. Being good paid off. During the years when I was often told that I was a “good girl,” one of my “difficult” sisters lived in a convent in Mexico and another sibling with a wild side vanished to do a stint in a school for wayward girls in the belly of Texas. In my child’s mind, everything dear to me—including the love of others and my own survival—depended on being good.


What did being good look like? Besides shiny patent leather Mary Janes and Shirley Temple manners, being good often meant not talking about what was really happening. The argument that erupted downstairs after you were supposed to be asleep, mother’s afternoon nap, the inviolability of the five p.m. happy hour—all of these single events cluster together, and the cluster has a name: alcoholism.


But if you don’t have access to that name and if you don’t talk or think about these things for long enough, you might find that you actually have no idea what you think. At least, that’s what happened to me.


Writing has been part of my recovery from being good, silent, and in denial. All of these were so much a part of who I was that I have had to keep coming back to the page—to writing—to remind myself that I, too, possess a version of things, a take on the world. Not the take. A take. Mine. The page is where I am free at last from the isolation of unarticulated life, where expression takes the place of silence.


A long time before I wrote regularly and a very long time before I was published, I knew there was a writer inside me. Occasionally words would tumble onto the page in a rush and startle me with their rawness and vitality. Uncut gems tossed suddenly from a velvet bag, they magnetized me. More often than not, though, I was avoiding writing, or writing so rarely that I could never keep track of the thread of a piece. But in those rare moments of writing with abandon, I did recognize my own voice.


The road to finding my voice and letting it come to the page has been a long one. But I’ve come to understand the necessity of the journey, to see the length of the process as an understandable delay rather than a failing. I see now how the river of silence parallels the path that alcohol has coursed through my family, that courses through so many families. My experience serves as just one example of our many reasons for not trusting or even hearing our own voices. We’ve spent too long listening to everyone but ourselves; we’re bombarded daily by input that renders us passive and receiving rather than active and expressing. We work in teams. We live in families. We keep peace and build consensus. Much of this is good and necessary and yet leaves us wanting something we often cannot name, something more.


For the last seven years, I’ve taught a nine-month course in memoir writing for the University of Washington’s Professional & Continuing Education department, teaching new writers to claim their own take on the world and to write about their own experiences. Through this program, I’ve met scores of people who possess both a feverish desire to write and an equal measure of uncertainty about how to begin trusting themselves, who are afraid of asserting their point of view onto the page. They remind me of myself. For so long I was the one who was afraid, who had drawers stuffed with notebooks filled with half-finished stories. I was the one who didn’t have the faith to stay the course from not knowing how a story would come together to at last knowing. Faith means writing past doubt, holding on to the knowledge that above the cloud cover the sky is blue. Infinitely and impossibly blue.


Although my class covers the essential elements of memoir writing—using dialogue, building a scene, creating a narrative arc—I’m reminded even as I’m teaching my students these skills that learning to trust your own voice, and even to hear it, is just as important as learning the technical skills of writing. Maybe even more important. A piece of writing can be well crafted and even eloquent and still ring hollow.


Teaching memoir writing, I’ve also learned that there are as many ways into writing as there are people longing to write. Some burn to get memories down before they fade away; others feel compelled to share a story of a changing time in their lives. For me, the need to write grew out of all the years of not saying what I knew to be true, and sometimes not even allowing myself to think it. Denial, repression—you know, all that good stuff.


•  •  •


Writing Is My Drink is the story of how I’ve learned, and am still learning, to trust in my own voice and my advice on how you can too. I spent a long time hovering above the pool, afraid to dive into what I yearned to do: to write with abandon, to follow my thoughts on the page wherever they might take me without doubt or censure. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a set of “Try This” activities designed to take you deeper into your own discovery process. It might be a good idea to have one notebook or document folder that you designate just for this purpose. You can do these writing activities after reading each chapter or read the book all the way through and then return to the activities. There’s no one right way. Find the one that works for you. Trust yourself; that’s the key.


The accusation that we are self-absorbed—whether leveled by ourselves or by others—seems to be what emerging writers fear the most. By going off to “find our own voices,” we must be narcissistic at best, or at worst the narcissist’s less compelling cousin, the navel gazer. Yet, it’s the work of many such “narcissists” that has given me the greatest solace in times of sadness and confusion. I have books with covers curled like furled leaves from the numerous times I’ve thumbed through them, scanning for that stray calming passage. When I find that passage, it inevitably settles me like the words of the most steadfast of friends. Almost everyone I know who wishes to write has a similar list of books to which they feel an enormous debt, books that have literally or figuratively saved our lives.


The time we take to find our voices is the time we need to prepare to give back. Finding the stories you want to tell and your voice as a writer readies you for the role of giver, to finally be the host. As the fabulous Anne Lamott has said in the equally fabulous book Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life: “It is one of the greatest feelings known to humans, the feeling of being the host, of hosting people, of being the person to whom they come for food and drink and company. This is what the writer has to offer.”


This is my story of false starts, dead ends, and minor and major breakthroughs. You might see yourself in my story. While our individual stories of doubt may vary, a common thread runs through the stories of those of us who’ve deferred a dream too long. We’ve been very busy delaying that which we need and want to do. We know we’re holding ourselves back, but that shame of believing we’re the only ones failing ourselves so miserably just stalls us further. Yes, we know that most everyone else is out there procrastinating and checking e-mail too much, but we’re sure our own self-doubt is the stuff of legends. It isn’t. Our hesitation is simply an expected part of the road to writing—a rough first leg—but it’s one we should push past, one we can push past.


I’ve come to believe that even if the process takes us longer than we want and even if our words are read by only a handful of readers—or only by ourselves—they are still worth our time and attention. Expression in itself is worthwhile. When we commit ourselves to the page, our lives become larger, if even just incrementally, and our sense of ourselves sharpens. We remember the value of our own lives and the lives of others. I don’t know how this happens. I only know that it does.





Part 1


Departure
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This Is What I Think. Tell Us What You Think.


We come to writing longing to express, and then we turn away because we are afraid. Expression comes with a price, and we know it. Once the jack-in-the-box of truth has sprung, it can’t be stuffed back inside, even if no one else reads our words. Writing asks us to commit to our understanding of a situation, our take on our lives, our truth. Much of it might be benign and unthreatening, but eventually the story will ask us to give something of ourselves that we don’t want to give. It may not be a Big, Dark Secret; it may even seem inconsequential to others, but it’s a big deal to us. We feel exposed. We may be eager to write but still unprepared to commit ourselves—our This Is What I Think—to the page.


I traveled first into the more troubled regions of This Is What I Think in my sophomore year of college in Vancouver, BC. I’d been dragged to a student newspaper meeting by Jean-Paul, one of my many closeted gay friends. In five years, they’d all be fully out of the closet, and I’d have enough out friends to host a modest-sized pride parade, but this was 1980.


Jean-Paul was always looking for the action, our road to fame as writers, and on this September day he decided we would be journalists. In his mind, after a few days working on our community college newspaper, we’d be Rosalind Russell and Cary Grant in His Girl Friday. So we sat through the first meeting of the year in the cramped Capilano Courier office, which smelled of rubber cement and Molson’s-soaked carpeting, and by the end of the week I was the entertainment editor and Jean-Paul was gone.


I had no business being the entertainment editor of anything. It wasn’t just that I was aesthetically an infant with my Fleetwood Mac albums and my love of Mary Tyler Moore. The main problem was that on most topics I had no opinion whatsoever, and if I did have an opinion, I was so worried what others might think of that opinion I could barely remember what my opinion was in the presence of another human. After a Police concert I was to review, I badgered my friends with the repeated question “So what did you think?” and then “Okay, why?” until I had enough material to patch together a review.


For a while I got away with this. The paper came out only every two weeks. I assigned some of the stories to a few hangers-on, who generally disappeared after a story or two. And frankly, since most of the time we were down to a steady staff of three—the two coeditors and myself—it was clear that if the editors called attention to how badly suited I was for this position, they’d be stuck writing all the entertainment pieces themselves, on top of the rest of our riveting community college news. One night—probably around two in the morning, four hours before our mocked-up pages were due at the printers—one of the editors said to me, “Hey, we still need an editorial. You write it this week.”


Excuse me? I tried to play it cool: yes, of course, I so did this type of thing when I interned at Rolling Stone last summer. I ventured a few questions in as casual a tone as I could muster:


“Can it be on any topic?”


“Yes.”


“How long should it be?”


“Five hundred words.”


“How long do I have?”


“Forty-five minutes?”


Okay, I can write any opinion on any topic and I have forty-five minutes. Here we go! I tried to pull myself into a quiet corner where I could do the serious thinking required. There was no quiet corner. Our office was about four feet wide by twelve feet long. Springsteen’s Darkness on the Edge of Town was perpetually droning out of a tape player on the windowsill, and all conversations were shouted across the length of the office. Let’s face it, though: I could have been floating in the blue hush of outer space and my mind still would’ve been blank. Our editorials were usually on torrid topics such as the incremental increases in student fees, the machinations of our student government, or the occasional edict from our very staid administration. None of which, frankly, I had any interest in. This was a guilty secret, since I was sure that if I were genuinely smart and interesting and an adult, I would be interested in these things. I did, of course, have interests, but it would never occur to me—no matter how long I sat at that bleak corner table—that relationships, girl singers, the difficulty of writing an editorial when you possess zero self-confidence, or the local poetry scene could be worthy, maybe even inspired topics.


I’ll save you the suspense: I choked. The whole thing is still so embarrassing that three decades later my memory has dropped a special protective veil over the scene so that I can only make murky guesses about exactly how the whole thing went down. I think I stumbled back to the editor about twenty-five minutes later and sputtered out something like “Can’t.” He stared at me and said, “What do you mean?” We went back and forth until he was certain there was no editorial he could wring out of me. He huffed, sat down at a typewriter, and pounded out a piece about escalating tuition and Parliament’s weak commitment to students in approximately 6.5 minutes as waves of shame radiated off me. I tried to earn my spot on the planet by copyediting a mildewed review of the local symphony’s season. In summation, I did not die.


I did not die because we never do die in those moments when we come toe-to-toe with a version of ourselves that’s a fraction of the person we want to be. We just sniff a little and then quietly do the necessary adjustments to live within the fencing of our recalibrated limitations. The trouble this time, though, was that I knew this limitation wasn’t truly mine. I knew that deep down I was a writer who wasn’t afraid to say, “This is what I think.” But that writer was really deep down.


•  •  •


The writers I most adored throughout my twenties were the ones most willing to stake out new territory and not back down. They were unflinching. If someone bumped into me, I reflexively said “Sorry,” but Gloria Steinem was willing to call out sexism where she saw it, even in herself. Erica Jong not only admitted that she had random sex and liked it, but described her pursuit of the “zipless fuck” with uncensored detail. Nora Ephron shared every sadly funny detail of her disintegrating marriage and her own neurosis in Heartburn.


Think about it: The writers we really admire and adore are the ones who are willing to take a risk and say what most wouldn’t dare. When you’re loving a piece of personal narrative, it’s not just because the writing is lovely; it’s because the writer is offering up something of herself on the page that most people aren’t willing to give. She’s saying that really scary stuff—about her husband, her friends, her jealousies, or her porn habit—that you need to hear. While it may seem like we get more than enough information about other people’s private lives in our tabloid culture, we are still lacking the narrative of the complicated experience that pulses behind the story’s facts. As memoirist Bernard Cooper has said, “A good memoir does more than dredge up secrets from the writer’s past. A good memoir filters a life through resonant narrative . . .” And in that resonant narrative, we find our duplicity, our complexity, our complicity.


In an interview with Barbara DeMarco-Barrett on the Writers on Writing radio show, Mary Karr talks about the heaps of memoirs that are, she believes, all the same—reportage of the repetition of abuse. “I call them ‘Sound Bite Memoirs,’ ” Karr says. “ ‘I was a teenage sex slave’ . . . They are one-note stories. They have one note. They show one aspect of one person. And they’re usually kind of repetitive. You find out what the problem is in the beginning and it’s the same problem kind of reiterated. ‘My mother hit me on the head with a brick on Monday and then I was a sophomore in high school and my mother hit me on the head with a brick and then I was a junior and she hit me on the head with a brick. Then I got some car keys and I left and I’m better now.’ ” But the real story, Karr insists, is the one that most writers still aren’t telling. “The problem isn’t that your mother hit you on the head with a brick; the problem is that you still love her, that you depend on her.”


I love that line: The problem is that you still love her.


If you’re writing memoir, you will eventually be required to give some part of yourself you don’t want to give. You don’t have to give it, but if you don’t, your story will suffer. It doesn’t have to be sensational. As Karr said so eloquently, there are stories that tell every sordid detail but still do not invoke the emotional complexity that makes a story so human: the moment of regret, the agony of a choice, the fact that you do still love your mother. It’s the place where your guard is completely down and your complicity vivid. You’ll know when you’re near it because you’ll want to stop writing or take the story in another direction. It’s the This Is What I Think you haven’t dared to share before.


I wrote about family strife for years, or maybe I should say I’d been writing around it before I ever dared to say even a part of what I really thought. As a college freshman, I wrote a short story for my creative writing class titled (embarrassingly) “Keep the Home Fires Burning.” Neither liberated by the mask of fiction nor galvanized by the boldness of the nonfiction stamp, the story hovered in the DMZ between fiction and memoir, possessing none of the winning attributes of either genre. The story was a cloaked portrayal of the tension that existed between my mother and my stepfather as revealed through a conversation between my stepfather and “the narrator” as they walked the circuit of a golf course on a dewy morning, my stepfather golfing, the narrator caddying.


In my defense, the story with its oblique themes was dimly reflective of the hills-like-white-elephants aesthetic that was very chic in the college’s English department that year. But unlike in Hemingway’s coded story of abortion, it was never completely clear what this great conflict was that the characters were woodenly sidestepping. Behind the smoke, there were two people on their third marriages arguing their way to the bottom of a bottle most nights, but as an eighteen-year-old I wasn’t ready to see that, let alone name it and bring it to the page. The class and teacher responded with confusion. What’s really going on? What are the characters talking about? “For God’s sake, just come out and say it,” a kid in the corner finally cried.


Many years later, as an MFA student, I felt once again defeated by a lackluster class response to another of my stories about family: Again the conflicts were muffled and the story aimless. I ran into a fellow student on my way out of the creative writing office who, after hearing my troubles, calmly suggested, “Why don’t you try writing about what scares you the most?” She was writing a clearly autobiographical story of leaving her husband for a woman. Was I the only person who was afraid of being struck down by lightning? What was wrong with me?


That night I sprung out of bed at two a.m. and booted up the computer, ready to do what I’d delayed for decades. The response to the directive Write About What Scares You the Most was unfolding frame-by-frame across the screen of my mind.


The opening scene is an early morning in January 1991. The narrator is driving across the Nevada desert toward the Grand Canyon, the place where she’d conceived a child six years earlier. As she drives toward the canyon, the stunningly yellow sun rising in her eyes, the memory of this earlier trip to the Grand Canyon comes back to her in shards. She tries to blink the memories away with the sun, but as she drives eastward, she dives deeper into the memory of the cold January of 1985. It was a snowy winter weekend at the South Rim, deep wells of snow at the base of the Ponderosa Pines, the sky a startling blue. She was twenty-three and there with a man she never should have been with, wandering the frosty white edge of the red canyon by day, drinking Scotch in the lodge by night.


There it was: the thing I didn’t want to give. I was reluctant to release the story of my own abortion to the page, but mostly I wanted to keep buried the guilt I’d carried for years. But this time I wrote past the electric fence of reluctance. I’d burned up all my stalling time. I knew that if I were going to be a writer, I had to stop hiding. As I typed rapidly in the dark, sweat ran down my sides. Two hours later, I typed the last words of my first true This Is What I Think.


I lived.




Try This


1. Think back to a time when you couldn’t rise to the writing task or say what needed to be said. If you could relive that moment, what would you write or say now?


2. Make a list of writers you admire for their willingness to travel to the land of This Is What I Think.


3. List pieces of writing that have changed your life as a direct result of the risk the writer was willing to take.


4. List people you know or admire from afar who routinely share their unpopular opinions with others.


5. Post these lists near your writing space or keep a document with this list on the desktop of your computer.


6. Make a list of the topics that would scare you the most to write about. You don’t have to write about these now, or ever. But you might. Keep the list in a secret place if you want. Sometimes I feel freer in making such a list if I write the items in a shorthand that reminds me of a specific and private moment (“trip to the Grand Canyon”) but wouldn’t mean much to anyone else.


7. Type the words “This Is What I Think” in boldface at the top of a page and print out several copies. Use these pages for ten-minute timed writings. Try not to stop and edit during these timed writings but instead just let your thoughts pour onto the page. You can write about anything you like during these writings. Hopefully, the words at the top of the page will be emboldening. I’m a big advocate for writing by hand but find what works for you.


8. Three-hole punch your This Is What I Think writings and keep them in a binder.


9. Browse through your This Is What I Think writings on occasion, looking for ideas you want to expand upon. Pick one and write for another ten minutes, diving even deeper into your idea.


10. Challenge: Watch for news stories related to your This Is What I Think. Then, write an op-ed piece for your local newspaper based on This Is What I Think. (If you do this, send me an e-mail and let me know. I’ll think of it as making up for that editorial for the community college paper I should have written many moons ago.)


    11. Go listen to some great author interviews on Barbara DeMarco-Barrett’s radio show Writers on Writing at PenOnFire.Blogspot.com.
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Zen Buddhism for Complete Fraidy Cats


On the best days, you write with abandon, moving forward and forward and forward into you do not know what, jumping from rock to boulder, never once looking down at your feet. The line that separates writer and writing burns away like a mirage on the desert horizon. It’s just go, go, go.


And then there’s the rest of the time.


To paraphrase Miles Davis, it’s taken a long time for me to sound like myself. If I can write with abandon at least some of the time, I’m doing well. We don’t want to accept that we’re only working the way we want to work some of the time, but the truth is it’s not easy to induce a state of reckless abandon. Ditto for willing oneself into letting go. Acceptance holds part of the key. But for some of us, holding on tight has been the norm for a very long time.


Even as a kid, I had trouble letting go. A child insomniac, I read and ruminated by night and rested my head on cool school desks by day. I obsessed over my emergency plan for what to do if I lost my mom in the grocery store. As a child, I never had a name for this. Now I can see that anxiety runs through both sides of my family, although not everyone is ready to own that.


“No, never,” my mom said with a shrug when a nurse recently asked her if she had ever had anxiety or depression.


“Oh, okay,” said the nurse. “How about any family history of anxiety or depression?”


My mom was just about to wave that off, too, when I said, “Uh, yeah, go ahead and put me down for that.”


•  •  •


At twenty-three, I was on the Road to Nowhere, treading water in Santa Fe, where I waited tables at a Canyon Road café, drank a lot of wine, and spent a lot of lazy mornings eating breakfast burritos and drinking coffee with the other waitresses as we all put off the effort of going for our dreams. If I could go back and interrogate this younger version of myself, I wonder if she’d crack and confess to her dream of becoming a writer. I know she looked on with awe when she refilled the coffee cup of the thirty-something woman named Natalie sitting at the corner table, writing furiously in her notebook. In a San Francisco bookstore a few years later I’d find her book, Writing Down the Bones: Freeing the Writer Within, a book that has since become hugely popular for the encouragement it offers writers. Maybe all that coffee I poured helped her along. I myself was miles from being able to encourage anyone to do anything productive, let alone write, the one thing I knew deep down that I did want to do. The next year I’d be going back to school to finish my undergrad degree, but for now I was a waitress whose future didn’t extend past my plans for Friday night.


Then one day the Canyon Road café was bought by a student of Zen Buddhism and overnight the staff—except for myself—was replaced by a pack of Zen Buddhists who’d followed their leader from San Francisco after he’d been run out of the Zen Center there. These ZB’s were mostly in their thirties and forties. Some of them wore their brown robes and wooden beads to the breakfast shift, coming straight from their meditation pillows at the Zendo, a wake of smug serenity frothing up behind them.


In theory, the teachings of Buddha seem pretty sound to me. Desire is the source of all suffering. Agreed! In theory, I could be a Buddhist. In real life there’s just one thing stopping me: my entire being. Buddhism is about detaching. That’s great, but my twenty-three-year-old self was all about latching on, clinging, and whimpering.


So when the Buddhists took over the restaurant and started doing their calm-faced bows after dropping the check and speaking in modulated voices in the kitchen, I felt a sudden urge to be more hostile than normal: to openly judge others, to say “Fuck it!” when I spilled (which was often), to chain-smoke on breaks, to be moved to sudden petulance by slight changes in protocol and procedure, and to whine relentlessly about the uncontrollable, such as the heat, the cold, and the verbal tics of Texan tourists.


Most of the Zen Buddhists paid no mind to my annoying behavior, but there was one person who I bugged the hell out of: my manager, Steve. How do I know this? Because one time after he posted a new schedule on which I was yet again assigned the worst shifts imaginable, I asked him what was up.


He looked me square in the eye and said evenly in a voice thick with Zen Buddhist detachment: “I don’t like you.”


I don’t like you? Who says that?


After that the gloves were pretty much off, and Steve and I did all but ram each other with our serving trays as we passed through the dining room. We did not pretend to like each other. This didn’t seem to bother him, because in his detached and spiritual state he didn’t care one bit whether I liked him or not; and besides, he was the manager, so my not liking him had absolutely no bearing on his life or well-being. I, on the other hand, was cracking under the misery of such open disregard and was becoming more broke every day I worked yet another breakfast shift.


Then one day, during the exhaustion of post–Sunday Brunch chaos, Steve and I were standing at the espresso machine, chatting. For some reason Steve was trying to be friendly, perhaps because we’d together just taken on an understaffed restaurant stuffed with rich, mimosa-seeking tourists. We were talking about how he’d lived in San Francisco, where he’d studied at the Zen Center, how much he’d liked it there, how things were better there, of course.


“Actually,” I said, remembering this connection for the first time, “my great-aunt was a student at the Zen Center a long time ago.”


“Oh,” he said, in the voice of someone who’s just realized that someone they’ve systemically considered to be of no interest might have something mildly interesting to say.


“Who’s your aunt?”


“Pat Herreschoff.”


His jaw dropped as if I’d answered, “The Dalai Lama.” Finally, he said in a quiet voice that couldn’t conceal how disturbed he was, “That’s not possible.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s not possible that Pat Herreschoff is your aunt,” he said, his trademark contempt returning.


I knew exactly what he meant. It didn’t seem possible to me either.


•  •  •


The first time I was conscious of meeting my great-aunt Pat, she was wearing long, flowing brown robes, a tangle of wooden beads, and her head was shaved. Completely shaved. The year was most likely 1966, a time when women wore nylons and pumps to the grocery store. A year when the words “divorcée” and “spinster” explained the existence of inexplicable women. A year when the girls at my school were forbidden from wearing pants. Two years later the moratorium on pants for girls would be lifted, but for a long time afterwards I still wore dresses. Playing it extra safe, I guess.
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