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“Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.”

—Søren Kierkegaard, from his 1843 journals

“It is as if the land secretes pheromones testifying to its abuse, detectable only by those who are themselves damaged.”

—Jan Zita Grover
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Back to the Body

“OH,” I THOUGHT AS I LEANED AGAINST A LIMESTONE WALL IN JERUSALEM. My fingers slid against the smooth stone, marked by the slow erosion of two thousand years of hands stroking these walls as they walked the same path Jesus would have taken through the city on his way to his execution. The Via Dolorosa. The Way of Sorrows. “Something is wrong.”

I’d been sick for seven days already. Like most people, I was familiar with flus and viruses and infections. But this was different. I was visiting family in Israel, and every day I had woken up feeling worse than the day before. My joints pulsed with discomfort. I couldn’t eat without vomiting. Still, I trusted my body. I trusted the promise of my youth.

You get sick and you get better. Sometimes, you need a pill. But usually your body catches you, like when you stumble and recover without falling.

Except sometimes you don’t catch yourself. You don’t save yourself. You hit the ground hard, and someone else picks up your cross and helps deliver you and the instruments of your murder to their tragic end.

That day, I followed my aunt through the old city.

“Something is wrong. Something is wrong,” I mumbled as I stopped in random shops to vomit. Did I mean something was wrong with my body? Did I mean that it was wrong that one man’s untimely execution at the hands of empire had been co-opted by that same empire and then used against his own people?

It was odd that my aunt—a secular Israeli Jew—had suggested we follow this path on our visit to Jerusalem. Neither of us were Christian. And yet that day, as I walked into illness, I also walked into ancient wounds, through a city that had known empire after empire, fire, genocide, and bloodshed.

I was dumbstruck by the thickness of time. The air shimmered with heat, with violence that refused to disappear after the bodies had been cleared and the slates of history wiped clean. I shook my head to clear the heat, the sour confusion. My cousin Adam grabbed my arm, peering at me with worry: “Are you okay?”

No. I’m not okay. But I didn’t yet have the perspective to be able to say that with confidence. I should be okay. I would be okay.

Wait. Had I ever been okay?

Later that day, as we drove through the desert toward the Dead Sea, I knew something was wrong in my body. It was as if every single one of my cells had shifted counterclockwise. Yes, I looked the same in the sand-scratched mirror outside the showers. I had the same shape. But nothing fit together correctly anymore. There had been a glitch. The matter of me was irrevocably altered.

One day I was well. The next day I was sick. Very sick.

This is the story I told and retold for many years. I told it to myself like a mantra. Perhaps if the words passed through my mouth one more time, I might finally understand what had happened. Maybe a clue would finally become visible, unlocking the possibility of a cure and an explanation.

But no matter how many times I told doctors, friends, and, most often, myself the story of “what happened,” it was impossible to identify the exact moment when I crossed from the kingdom of the vital into the realm of the unwell. There was no line I stepped across. No visible threshold or doorway. I spent years playing detective, trying to retrace my steps. When did I take a wrong turn? How?

The summer leading up to my illness was dripping with watermelon juice. I was sixteen and interning for the local newspaper, a publication that specialized in harvest festivals, escaped chickens, and contentious debates over renovating the ancient library. Luckily for me, my first day of work coincided with the most dramatic day my hometown had seen in years: the older brother of a classmate robbed a bank and there was a high-speed police chase down the winding mountain roads. I fielded tips and worried calls in the humid little office, feeling like I was a star in some indie coming of age movie.

My life was precisely on time. Yes, as a sensitive child I’d often felt out of step with the world and with my friends. Too precocious. Too attuned to suffering. I couldn’t watch movies in which the animal died. I couldn’t spend too much time in shopping malls or amusement parks. I was cynical—untrusting of adults—in a way that my peers were not, as if I had been born already battle-worn. But finally, that summer, I felt like my body and my brain had caught up with the culture.

I fit in. I had a new boyfriend. Blond highlights. A group of friends with such intimacy that we coordinated our movements like a swarm of starlings, dancing through parties in abandoned fields, slipping into swimming holes in unison, passing joints and cigarettes, bottles and cans hand to hand so we could all reach the same sparkling level of intoxication at the same moment, as the same extended organism.

One night, my boyfriend, Tom, took me to a secret lookout on Overlook Mountain and we sat in the back of his truck, kissing, watching moonlight shiver like a silver skin across the serpentine Hudson River in the distance. It was impossible to tell where the sky ended and the land began. Fireflies in the forest below us seemed like embroidered stars, coming to sew us back into the cosmos.

I was set to visit relatives in Israel at the end of August. It would be my first big trip out of the country. Yes, I was bummed to miss a final moment with Tom before he left me behind for college in the fall. But I was going to a new country: literally and figuratively. I could feel momentum coiling inside me. The future was a landscape of delicious possibility.

Misfortune and pain have a way of fossilizing the moment that precedes the fall. I think of those empty silhouettes in Pompeii. Women kneeling next to cooking fires. Children playing in the garden. Life becomes a snapshot. The sweetness of whatever came before is remembered as a Garden of Eden from which we’ve been exiled. When did I eat the apple? When did I damn myself to illness? For one sparkling moment, I stood poised on the brink of healthy young adulthood.

And then I wasn’t standing. I was flat on my back, flung into another story entirely.

Stories can be helpful tools for surviving hardship and navigating complexity. That is, when we craft them as sturdy boats, built to our dimensions and desires. But many stories are bigger than our single lives and desires. Many stories are invisible: so big, so culturally ingrained, that we are blind to the ways in which they drive and constrain our lives.

One of those cultural stories we live inside, but have trouble recognizing, is a story about health and personal responsibility. It’s a story that’s tangled up with theology, anthropocentrism, colonialism, and capitalism. It has very little to do with the happiness and vitality of our actual bodies. The story goes like this: Health belongs to an individual. Health is both a possession and an external reflection of someone’s personal achievements or moral failings. Every individual is personally responsible for the ways in which their body changes, misbehaves, and deviates from the norm. The norm is usually measured against white bodies. Young bodies. European bodies. Male bodies.

We all recognize the narrative from the headlines that come up on our newsfeeds daily: Stress linked to cancer. Early trauma linked to obesity. Obesity linked to overeating. Overeating linked to poor impulse control. Ten ways you can detox your system. Ten ways you are harming your heart health. Ten diets that will prevent stroke.

It’s not just scientific reports and the medical establishment. This story encompasses both traditional and new age spirituality’s obsession with sin and purity. If we are sick, we might have done something wrong in a past life. If we were raped or abused, we probably invited in this “soul contract.” If our cancer isn’t going away, we are not drinking enough celery juice. If we can’t pay for the foods and medicines that might improve our autoimmune issues, it’s because we haven’t yet manifested enough wealth.

Are you feeling bad? It’s probably because somewhere, down the line, you made a mistake. And now everyone knows. Time to prove you can get back on track. Time to pour all your money and energy into getting better.

Getting sick, then, isn’t just a simple bodily experience. It comes with thousands of years of moral baggage. To get sick is to be impure. To get sick is to fail.

In this story—a story I inherited from the culture at large—my illness represented a personal failing. The impurity in me was too dense, too murky, to allow me to return to health. In this story, that summer is a crime scene. Somewhere in that effervescent adolescent romp, I did something that tipped the scales away from health and toward sickness.

Until the age of sixteen, I was healthy. Then I woke up and I was sick. In that story, I lost my body that summer.

But there is another story. One that is very quiet. But one that strikes me as being closer to the truth.

I did not lose my body that summer. Instead, I finally found it.

Now, I look back on the summer leading up to my illness once more, but I slow down the film reel. I peer deeply into my own younger face. Here I am at the same parties, the same swimming holes, the same mountain summits, but I don’t see a healthy young girl anymore. There’s a wild glassiness in her eyes. They are unfocused, almost blind.

I see a girl moving so fast, experimenting with so many drugs, taking so many risks, that she might just be able to outrun confronting the pain she’s been haunted by since early childhood. I see an animal trying to gnaw its leg off to escape a trap.

At some point in my childhood, I decided to leave my body. My brain seemed to work pretty well. And it was faster, cleaner, and happier when it didn’t have to register the unpleasant feelings I associated with my stomach, my legs, my chest, and my throat.

The issue was that no one in my life recognized this dissociation as a problem. In a society that prizes our ability to master our bodies and work against our soft, fleshy needs, my ability to “not feel” my body was rewarded. It was seen as a kind of gift.

“Sophie doesn’t feel cold,” my mom would tell my friends’ parents when I would run outside barefoot, coatless, in the winter, with ice cutting through the soles of my feet.

Brutal cold didn’t touch me, and I was always covered in cuts and bruises and burns. I hardly ever wore coats or tights. I completed insane endurance competitions, running long-distance races and setting the presidential fitness record for number of sit-ups in a minute each year. I contorted myself into weird shapes and dislocated my joints to make friends laugh. I pictured my body as an action figure and my self like a balloon on a string, hovering above. What if I could just float up there forever, safe from the messy suffering of everyday life? What if I never had to come down? Everyone seemed to love the show. That summer, I jumped off cliffs into shallow water. I ducked under no-trespassing signs, climbing up through rusted ruins, balancing on the tops of oxidized cranes that hung over open water. I tried any drug offered to me at parties. I smoked cigarettes I convinced older guys to buy for me from the gas station. I snuck out of the house to ride around in my friend’s car, seatbelt unbuckled, screaming out the window as we hit a hundred miles per hour on winding mountain roads. I forgot to eat for days at a time. I drank until I passed out. Until I vomited. I ran miles and miles and miles barefoot, until the soles of my feet left bloody footprints on the asphalt.

My parents were terrified. It was tricky. I was a gifted and responsible student. My grades were better than ever. I was doing extracurriculars and winning writing awards. It was hard to pinpoint what was wrong. I was not a classically bad kid. In fact, by all superficial metrics, I was doing fantastically. But there was something about my behavior that was increasingly reckless.

Burn me. Fuck me. Humiliate me. I didn’t care. I couldn’t feel anything. I was invincible.

We live in a society that lionizes warriors, athletes, and heroic individuals who “conquer” their fears. Pop psychology has us complete an inventory of our limiting beliefs as we move along the path toward fulfillment. We must confront our fears and mute the parts of us that register terror. Fear is conflated with weakness. Fear is feminized. Fear is bodily.

The only thing we have to fear is the body itself. That soft, fallible organism, which is not immune to trespass, bullets, rape, and the passage of time.

A lack of fear is rewarded by our culture. But it is also extremely dangerous. Fear is not an accidental feature of being alive. It is an evolutionary gift that developed to help us survive.

Fear is the prickle of adrenaline in our system, telling us that a certain place is unsafe and that predators could be nearby. Fear is the correct knowledge that women feel when they walk home alone at night. To ignore that fear is to risk real danger. Fear is the understanding that our well-being is not guaranteed. Fear is a type of humility. We are animals living alongside other animals. We can be eaten. We can be injured. We must proceed with care and caution. Put very simply, fear keeps us from doing stupid things. It keeps us alert. Disembodiment denies us this somatic intuition. It cuts us off from our ability to smell storms, interact with other species respectfully, and taste for the edibility of wild foods.

When we override our fear, we don’t just override our bodies. We override our ability to read and respond to our environments and the messages they are sending us as smells, sounds, and textures.

If we can’t feel pain, we also can’t access the heights of pleasure. If we don’t honor the limitations of a sick body, the body gets sicker. Like walking on a broken leg, refusing to feel can end up making the injury much worse. If you’ve ever been in an accident, you know that physical pain hits you harder the following day, when your fight-or-flight response has dissipated and you finally deliquesce back into the shape of yourself. After the accident, in your home, in your bed, your body senses that it is safe to assess where the damage has been done. But for some of us, the sense of safety never arrives, and the disembodiment continues in perpetuity.

We keep walking on a broken foot. We keep pretending nothing is wrong because to pause to heal is dangerous. To stop and tune into our body is dangerous. We know there is pain to feel and if we felt it all, it could destroy us.

I look at Western culture and how it has terraformed the world, paving rainforests and marshes and wildflower fields under concrete. I’m struck that the way we live seems like a magnified version of dissociation on a culture-wide scale. Our extractive, ecocidal practices create open wounds in the Earth, escalating extinctions and unbalancing weather systems. We pretend that the Earth we burn for fuel, gash for minerals, and mutilate for capital gain is not connected to us. We live above it. We pretend this Earth is not our own body, extended. Just like I retreated into my head when I experienced pain, hovering like a balloon above my body, so has our culture retreated into the notion of human exceptionalism to avoid feeling the suffering it has inflicted on its own larger body.

But we are not floating above this Earth. We are intimately, materially, metabolically linked with every plant, animal, and ecology that is grappling with unimaginable pain and disruption. We have been numb for so long, we no longer understand that the body we are harming is an extension of our own. When we clear-cut a forest or drive another population of birds to extinction, we do not somatically register that we are twisting a knife in our own side.

What happens when your foot falls asleep and you try to wake it up?

It hurts. It really hurts. There’s a reason the sensation is called “pins and needles.” As pressure is taken off the sensory nerve and stimuli begin to flow along their proper channel, our body registers pain signals again. The leg was in pain when it was asleep, but we were blithely unaware. Once we wake the leg back up, this feeling rushes back all at once.

Coming back into our bodies isn’t always the lubricated pleasure bloom therapists and self-help gurus promise. Mostly it burns and prickles and hurts.

But we need to wake the leg back up again to walk, to move, and to survive. We need to wake up to the fact that we live in an intimate relationship with a world that is suffering. The threshold we have to cross is one of extreme discomfort. And most medical and healing paradigms tell us that discomfort should be avoided or medicated. Through force-fed techno-optimism and a constant stream of media distraction, we are encouraged to avoid sitting with silence, with uncertainty, and with howls of pain from the beings that live outside our doors.

But being numb doesn’t just mean we avoid discomfort. It means we are equally denied the full spectrum of physical pleasure and intelligence.

There is a world of wild love and bodily creativity just past the doorway of prickles and pins. There is sex without sin. Delicious, incorrect embodiment. Queerness. Interspecies collaboration. There is a community of more-than-human beings with advice on how to navigate climate change and social collapse.

I think back to myself that summer, skating close to death every day. Throwing my body around like it was a prop I could replace. What if I hadn’t gotten sick? Would I still be alive? Was that girl really so healthy?

There is another story about how I got sick. One that is harder to hold. One that prickles through me like pins and needles. That summer, lightning struck with illness. I finally had no choice but to come back into my body. Physical pain stitched me back into the physical presence I had been trying to escape my entire life.

I didn’t lose my body when I got sick.

No. I finally came back into it. On the Via Dolorosa I came back into my leaky, weeping, feeling body. I could taste my own repressed tears and, deeper than that, under the ancient cobblestones, I could sense a river of older tears that had been forced underground when a human tragedy was turned into religious dogma, stolen, and mistranslated by empire.

There was pain. But there was also pleasure. Finally, there was feeling. Everywhere. There was a big, fat “holy shit!” 
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Indigestion Is Emergence

MY FIRST SYMPTOM WAS NAUSEA. THE SECOND WAS THE COMPLETE paralysis of my gut, a condition for which I now have a name: gastroparesis. Overnight it became impossible for me to digest food. I’d manage to force down a handful of almonds and, hours of cramping and pain later, the nuts would come back up, undigested. Soon I was starving, feeling my body begin to crumple. But every time I tried to eat, the bloating and nausea would tighten, vicelike, around my midsection. It was as if there was a knot tied in the middle of me, refusing to let anything come in or out.

I lost twenty pounds in a matter of weeks. The thinly cloaked worry on my parents’ faces soon transformed into naked terror. I’d been an athlete—a long-distance runner who fueled herself with bagels and pasta—and suddenly I could hardly make it up the stairs to put myself to bed. As I entered my junior year of high school, swaddled in sweaters to keep my newly skeletal frame warm, my parents tossed around the idea that I had picked up a parasite during one of my swimming hole excursions.

“What’s wrong with Sophie?” The whispers were hard to ignore. I’d reassure my friends that my doctors would figure it out soon. Probably nothing. A virus. A stomach bug. A food allergy.

But I kept getting sicker in increasingly unpredictable ways. My reactions to food were getting weirder. Not only did my body refuse to digest food, but it also regularly put up a fight the second something touched my tongue, setting off a chain of allergic symptoms. Often, after eating, I’d develop full-body hives, with blood blisters in my mouth and throat. The scariest reaction was the wheezing, which caused my throat to narrow into a slender straw. I was covered in a patchwork of rashes, some scaly, some swollen and hot to the touch. My belly button began to bleed. My joints were swelling and walking was uncomfortable. My brain felt congested. But worst of all was the pain—migratory, cunning in its ability to change location and flavor so quickly that it was impossible to outwit or escape.

Soon my face was familiar to the local ER. And I was familiar with the male doctors who would dismiss my symptoms, belittle me, and yet still suggest invasive physical exams that left me shattered and confused. Were these tests necessary? Was I making this all up? Why did my gastrointestinal symptoms necessitate an intravaginal exam? A breast exam? They would tell me I was anxious. Or they would take my mother into another room to tell her to get me psychiatric help because I was anorexic.

Studies have shown that women who go into ERs with abdominal pain experience a 30 percent longer wait than male patients with the same complaint. Women’s pain is chronically undertreated, and women struggle to be taken seriously, often experiencing life-threatening events before they are properly diagnosed. Women’s illnesses are much more likely to be diagnosed as psychosomatic than to be connected to an underlying pathology. And given that an initial psychiatric diagnosis dramatically lengthens a diagnostic journey, extending it anywhere from two and a half to fourteen years, we can begin to understand why the correct identification of women’s illnesses takes consistently longer on average than that of men’s. Women wait longer for every type of cancer diagnosis, and those with female-specific diseases often suffer for ten years before being taken seriously by medical professionals. Women who have been presenting with cardiac symptoms for months, repeatedly going into the ER, die of heart attacks that could have easily been prevented.

In 2018, diagnostic errors were the third leading cause of death in the United States. Whose deaths? That piece of data comes to us loaded with the fact that women and minorities are statistically more likely to receive inadequate care or outright harmful treatment. The sexist gaslighting of modern medicine isn’t just a problem. Very often it is a death sentence.

Over the next year, as I grew sicker and more desperate, ferried from specialist to doctor to specialist, I was often instructed to disrobe in front of a doctor.

I would shiver, all bones, feeling like I was about to fail a test. At a moment when my peers were disrobing for each other—experiencing pleasure and play together—my striptease was terrifying and medical and demanded in exchange for the possibility of pain relief and diagnosis.

Often, these male doctors would also suggest they examine me internally—anally and vaginally. And they would perform these tests without a guardian present and without explaining why these tests were necessary. Soon I was shell-shocked, so brittle I was worried I might shatter. I felt my edges blur. I would say yes to anything if it held the potential to help. And this is the reason I quietly assented to exams and tests that felt wrong. I wondered if this was what it felt like to be a rat in a lab. Hands were in and out of me, constantly probing.

Maybe this doctor would have the answer. The pill. The treatment. He’s older. White. Smug. He has gilded certificates up on his wall. He looks down his nose at me from a distance of years, education, and privilege. He tells me that he’s going to need to stick a finger up my anus. He’s going to need to inspect my naked body in a dark room while my mother sits anxiously in the waiting room.

Of course I said yes. Of course I didn’t understand how inappropriate this behavior was. I wanted to feel better. And doctors were supposed to help with that, right? I was rendered vulnerable by my age, my gender, and, most importantly, by the fact that I was sick and physically fragile.

I was a good student. A good athlete. A good friend. I could be a good patient too.

It is only now, years later, that I understand how common sexual misconduct and abuse are within the practice of medicine. These interactions played upon the power imbalance between patient and doctor, child and adult, woman and older man. I now know that these violations are extraordinarily common. We come to doctors desperate and in pain, and it is that very vulnerability that makes us perfect candidates for assault. We do not know what counts as a standard medical exam. We are ready to do anything to get closer to a cure.

Many of these doctors were famous and well-regarded physicians. They were doctors written up in magazines, with best-selling books about nutrition and chronic illness. And many of them have made these sexually inappropriate interactions a habit. How do they continue to get away with this flagrant abuse of power? The manner in which medical institutions handle misconduct is opaque and lazy. Most doctors never face any repercussions. Patients mistrust themselves and fail to report incidents. And on the rare occasions that these doctors are disciplined, it happens in private. When they return to practice, their history of misconduct is sealed, unavailable to the desperate patients coming to them for care.

First, I was gaslit. I was told that it was all in my head. And I was medically raped. There was a certain relief when, within a month, I was too ill for doctors to pretend I was merely anxious or anorexic. But then, in a state of extreme desperation, I was used as a test rat for experimental medications and treatments for conditions that were a doctor’s pet project, rather than related to my specific complaint. Now that I look back, there was little evidence I had any of these conditions.

I was given drugs and antibiotics for parasitic infections I did not have. I was given more than twenty rounds of antibiotics for Lyme disease. Another illness I did not test positive for. When I tentatively asked if these treatments were safe, I was chided.

“Don’t manifest a bad outcome,” I was told by my parents, who were still relying on simplistic concepts of prayer, purity, sin, and karma, conflating illness with lower vibrations and bad behavior. And yet each treatment made me sicker, ravaging my gut and leaving me covered in hives, my throat tight with thrush.

I couldn’t help but feel like I was failing. I hadn’t opened myself up to the medicines enough. I hadn’t tried to heal hard enough. My doctors were happy to reinforce that sense of failure, rather than admit that their tactics might be at best useless and at worst harmful.

Instead of pausing to assess whether I had been correctly diagnosed with a tick-borne infection and discuss whether it was safe to continue treatments that were obviously killing me, two of my doctors strongly advised running a peripherally inserted central catheter (PICC) line into my heart to receive intravenous antibiotics.

Advise might be too soft a word. They practically threatened me.

“Your brain is going to start going if you don’t do IV antibiotics. That’s where the Lyme goes to hide. And the coinfections are going to start weakening your heart. You don’t want to die, honey? You’re young. You should be getting ready for college.”

The subtext was: “Don’t question us. You’ll die if you don’t do this.”

In the face of all my cultural programming, I was beginning to feel extremely distrustful of my doctors. I was ashamed of this distrust and worried that it might be fear-based.

“You’re just scared of the treatments. You need to push through,” I would whisper to myself at night, rolled up in a ball, clutching my throbbing knees, swaying on a tide of nausea that was too vast to belong to my body. It felt like an undulating ocean into which I was slowly, cell by cell, melting.

I couldn’t differentiate between my failing body and the side effects of all the medications my doctors were throwing at me. One antiparasitic drug put me into something close to a coma for four days. I remember closing my eyes on the couch while playing cards with my mother and emerging days later, in bed, my mouth tasting like asphalt and paint remover.

But every day I was sicker and more desperate. I was literally starving to death. My joints would pop out of their sockets. And my other organs were beginning to glitch: my liver, kidneys, immune markers, and blood numbers began to wobble in ways that perplexed doctors dedicated to the diagnosis of Lyme. No one had the humility to slow down and wonder if something else might be going on.

When do we accept that a painful experience is not going to end or resolve? How do we keep moving? What happens when we cannot digest our fate?

When I did not get better, my friends were frustrated. They didn’t know how to include me in their buoyancy, their mischief, and their belief that nothing bad happens to the young. They were busy going to parties, playing in bands, making low-stakes mistakes, visiting potential colleges, and having sex. They were increasingly uncomfortable with the fact that I was obviously on a different trajectory, so they chose to avoid seeing me rather than confront the brutal reminder that life doesn’t always make sense. It’s hard being the physical manifestation of other people’s anxieties. To be a sick person is to know that you are always, simply by being alive and being unwell, someone else’s rude awakening.

My early social media accounts were flooded with other people’s prom photos and relationship updates. Meanwhile, I was crawling on the floor to the bathroom to vomit. I was making bargains with myself. I have to be better by the time my birthday comes. I have to be better by Christmas. When those deadlines passed and I was even weaker, I’d set another one, feeling my body slip out of time. There was no schedule. No graduation. I have to be better by the time summer comes along so I can go canoeing with my nature camp up in Canada, I muttered like a mantra late at night, aware now that this was unlikely to come true.

I would have to figure out a way to survive, or I knew I would die. How could I craft a new life that included the indigestibility of this discomfort, this uncertain disease?

Stuck in bed, I distracted myself from my failing body by following my intellectual curiosity. I researched mythology, the history of religion, evolution, and microbiology. I was surprised when I discovered that a bad case of indigestion was the biological origin of our own bodies. Evolutionary biologist Lynn Margulis popularized the endosymbiotic theory, demonstrating that the complex cells that build our bodies, as well as all mammals today, are likely the product of an ancient symbiotic fusion between simple bacteria. She posits that “bacteria, long ago… were partially devoured and trapped inside the bodies of others” becoming the organelles that inhabit our cells. “In both sexual and symbiotic unions, hunger was a likely primordial factor urging the desperate to merge.” She repeatedly characterizes the different stages of eukaryotic cell development, a process of infiltration and assimilation, and the subsequent evolution of meiotic sex as a “failure to digest.”

With my own body contorted by my attempt to eat plain white rice, I imagined these ancient beings in the steamy confines of a geothermal vent. I breathed through the waves of nausea, imagining that nausea was like a boat, carrying me back through deep time into the shape of one of those hungry and desperate bacteria. What a wild thing to realize—that our bodies were produced by the incomplete cannibalism of ancient microbes. One bacterium’s indigestion literally changed the face of the world.

New life grows from failure. Bodies become possible because some other being’s body failed to behave correctly. I found this comforting, as I realized that I wasn’t going to heal quickly or easily.

My body was not going to simply assimilate the illness or the mistreatment of medical professionals.

Had those first hungry bacteria properly metabolized the other bacteria, nothing new would have been born. The emergence of new life depended on a mistake, an inability to complete a task. What if we rearticulated emergence as the irritant that seeds the pearl? Discomfort that cannot be broken down provokes us into totally new shapes and new modes of body-making.

I stumbled upon the Greek myths of the god Kronus. Kronus, the king of the monstrous Titans, the pantheon that precedes the Olympians, is haunted by a prophecy that his children will usurp his power. He famously eats his own children in an attempt to escape the prophecy of his downfall. But his horrified wife, Rhea, hatches a plan to save her offspring. When she gives birth to Zeus, she creates a counterfeit version of the baby in the form of a stone. She feeds Kronus the stone while hiding Zeus safely in the Cretan mountains. Finally, years later, Zeus disguises himself as his own father’s cupbearer, serving him a poisonous emetic. Kronus vomits up his other children, who go on to become the Olympic pantheon. Kronus also brings up the undigested “omphalos” stone that Rhea had switched out for Zeus. Just as indigestion provides the basis for our very bodies, so too it ignites mythic cosmogenesis—the birth of a new cosmic world.

Kronus cannot digest his own children or his own violence. The indigestibility of the omphalos stone creates the possibility for a new mythology. The myth can be read as loosely representative of the historical Greek invasion of the Mediterranean basin, as the Greeks subsumed earlier Bronze Age mythology into their own legends. However, the older gods, the Titans, refuse to be fully digested. Instead, Greek myths read like palimpsests, manuscripts in which one text has been superimposed over an earlier piece of writing. In Greek mythology, the Titans are the undigested residue of the Mediterranean traditions that predated the Greek invasions. The Olympic pantheon that is born is something that, by virtue of unresolved digestion, is generatively plural, straddling geographies, mythic realms, and belief systems. Mythic indigestion is a type of symbiosis. The

























ADVANCE PRAISE FOR THE BODY IS A DOORWAY

“This memoir, like all of Sophie’s work, defies capture. Reading her is like stepping out of time and into something visceral and haunting and reclaiming. Her prose is a balm that calls me back to myself time and time again into a deeper type of knowing and remembering; this is the kind of book that will make you talk to trees and pray to moths, which to me is an urgent and necessary act.”

—Holly Whitaker, author of Quit Like a Woman

“Full of arresting, luminous, and generative insight. Like a forest spirit gifted with a lyrical pen, Strand shows us the extraordinary connections among bodies, energies, metaphors, and ecologies. Her work brims with wisdom about health and illness, meaning and mystery. A must read.”

—David George Haskell, biologist and author of Sounds Wild and Broken, The Songs of Trees, and The Forest Unseen

“Sophie Strand is a poetic thinker, dreamer, and visionary whose words bridge the false divides between the ecological, the political, and the spiritual to present us with a re-membering of the collective body that connects all life. In The Body Is a Doorway, Strand inhabits the lyric memoir with seemingly effortless grace, weaving seamlessly from the story of her personal journey through illness, love, and life amidst social and environmental collapse a meditative reflection on humanity’s relationship with itself and the rest of the world. Bound together by Strand’s delicate prose and shimmering intellect, these threads come together to form a tapestry that offers the reader a map for navigating our world’s increasingly uncertain future. Throughout the book, Strand fearlessly plumbs the depth of human society’s shadow sides but never gives in to despair, drawing from her characteristic affinity for mythology and archetypal imagination to generate meaning, beauty, and hope. Readers will leave this book with a deeper connection to the numinosity of life, death, and everything in between.”

—Kai Cheng Thom, author of Falling Back in Love with Being Human

“Against the stentorian city sounds screaming the latest new spells to guarantee “healing” and “well-being” to the zealous pilgrim, a whispery song wafts gently across the streets, past the doorways and signs marked by unpronounceable therapies, and through the crevices of our exhausted bodies. Sophie Strand’s more-than-human song, her brilliance, her earthbound theology of the body in its gloriously awkward dehiscence, traces out a turn in the fabric of things: a moment when we seem to be recognizing that we are of this earth and we must move and crawl and fall and die and live again at its own pace. Read this book, written lovingly in the lowercase, and you might find yourself scandalized by the spirit of Sophie’s sermon: that your body is and always was a doorway, not the house.”

—Bayo Akomolafe, PhD, W. E. B. Du Bois Scholar-in-Residence, Schumacher Center for a New Economics and author of These Wilds Beyond Our Fences: Letters to My Daughter on Humanity’s Search for Home

“The Body Is a Doorway touched my heart, nurtured my soul, and enchanted my spirit in a way no other book has. Sophie Strand’s vulnerable and powerful memoir is a potent reminder that healing is a process of becoming, not an end goal. We are not linear beings; we are ever expansive and interconnected. This rare gem is a must read for anyone on a journey of self-actualization and self-love.”

—Bunny Michael, author of Hello, Higher Self

“The Body Is a Doorway is an epic poem of survival—an act of devotion to life itself. While chronic illness lures some victims to abandon their bodies, for Sophie it has been a tether: a calling more deeply into relationship with her body and the living world. Each new mysterious symptom, every medical gatekeeper, even the pathological judgements of the wellness industry are turned into compost by this eloquent writer. From it sprouts the healing metaphors of nature’s belonging. This book will feel like a bosom friend to anyone who lives in the lonely land of the sick.”

—Toko-pa Turner, author of Belonging: Remembering Ourselves Home

“When she finds herself grappling with the confounding terrors of chronic illness, one of the most visionary novelists of her generation starts to apprentice herself to the living land, drawing insight and guidance from the other animals, plants, fungal webs, landforms, and inscrutable weather patterns. Using her writing to weave her way, spider-wise, into the polymorphic web of what is, Sophie Strand slowly comes to sense herself as an exuberant expression of the breathing earth, and her body—even in its glitching confusion—as finest medicine.”

—David Abram, author of The Spell of the Sensuous and Becoming Animal

“Be ready. Here is a graced and feral prophecy, one that breaches our comforting sense of separate skins. With her winged prose, Sophie Strand unweaves outworn binaries of sickness and health, healing and decline, even aliveness and death. Moth wings, woodchuck nibbles, starlight, the fungus beneath our calloused feet—all of these gather to sing a wild new sacrament, baptizing readers in the unruly and beautiful earthen ecologies that make us truly whole.”

—Lyanda Lynn Haupt, author of Rooted: Life at the Crossroads of Science, Nature, and Spirit

“In this prophetic, gorgeously written memoir, Strand tells one young woman’s story of confronting mysterious, life-threatening illness, and her efforts to transcend the toxic positivity of the current healing establishment, in which curing equals success. She brings shamanic intensity to her narrative and in a voice that is entirely her own, bridging mythology, medicine, ecology, neuroscience, literature, and cultural commentary in a thoroughly original book that deserves a place on your shelf next to Sontag’s Illness as Metaphor. Strand is a literary alchemist, a transformer of pain into beauty, capable of revealing profound, brilliant links between the personal and the planetary in language that tears your heart out. The Body Is a Doorway brims with passionate complexity. I could not put it down.”

—Mark Matousek, author of Sex Death Enlightenment and Lessons From an American Stoic: How Emerson Can Change Your Life

“In language as alive as the wind, as sparkling as the river, as wise as the owl, as connected as the fungi, and as illuminating as the mountain, The Body Is a Doorway invites us to reimagine ourselves, our bodies, and our humanness beyond the limited narratives we’ve been given, clearing a path to deeper presence and aliveness. Through expansive, ecological storytelling, Sophie Strand reminds us what becomes possible when we cease the endless quest for wellness and return to the wisdom, wonder, and wildness of our bodies.”

—Lisa Olivera, author of Already Enough

“Sophie Strand is a magnificent weaver of words and worlds. In The Body Is a Doorway, she invites us through the portal of her lived experience, and re-earths us of all that we have forgotten. This is no small thing in this distracted world. When I read her, I remember what it is to be truly here. And I feel welcome inside of all of it. This book is yet another revelatory work from this remarkable soul.”

—Jeff Brown, author of Hearticulations and Grounded Spirituality

“This book is a doorway of no return back into the entangled and enchanted, the pheremonal and phenomenal, the cellular and cosmic, the rhizomatic and territorial. Strand deconstructs and rewrites neoliberal notions of health and well-being through deep personal, multisensory inquiry and physical hardship. She is a somatic and literary cartographer to deeper bodily truths. Those whom society deems “unwell” may be the sentinel species of our times, reminding us of our ignored but unbroken umbilical cord to the broader ecology. The living world is reflecting back to us who we are, and our survival will depend on heeding the omens of our bodies, our embedded communities, and our nesting environments. The human, like the body itself, is not singular. It never has been. It’s a cacophony of pluralities, a multiverse of beings negotiating the quicksand of capitalist modernity. No body will be unscathed in the cartographical shuffle of history making. Let this book be a portend and a guide.”

—Alnoor Ladha, cofounder, Culture Hack Labs and coauthor, Post Capitalist Philanthropy: Healing Wealth in the Time of Collapse

“Sophie Strand once again wrote something that will make you feel enchanted and whole no matter your circumstances. The Body Is a Doorway will break your heart and help you put it back together, feeling powerful and connected in even the worst of times. A must read for those of us who are sick, as well as anyone who loves us or might become sick one day.”

—Cassandra Snow, author of Queering the Tarot and Lessons from the Empress

“Sophie Strand is a living mystic. The Body Is a Doorway is a masterpiece—devastating, vast, and gorgeous. So many people find themselves in this dilemma of mysterious unsolvable unresolvable illness that somehow is an affront to North American values of betterment and infinite possibility and self-responsibility. Strand lives and writes herself into a different way with impossible choices that are radically expansive, brutally honest, gutting, and filled with beauty. This book does the work of a thousand therapists.”

—Kimberly Ann Johnson, certified sexological bodyworker, somatic experiencing practitioner, and author of Call of the Wild, The Fourth Trimester, and Reckoning

“Sophie Strand offers us a poetics of unbecoming. Part ecological analysis, part theodicy, part coming-of-age story, part reckoning with our violent culture, Sophie’s book is a magic spell that reconnects the myriad shards of reality with a secret thread. She writes herself back into life—and shows us the way of being whole again through surrendering to the whole, the ‘Symbiotic Everything.’”

—Dr. Andreas Weber, biologist and author of The Biology of Wonder and Matter and Desire
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