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Foreword

			“Miracle shall follow miracle, and wonders shall never cease.”

			—Florence Scovel Shinn

			It can take years to understand all that is lost when your loved one dies. As a mental health professional, a coauthor of a book about grief, and someone who has endured my own share of losses (including the loss of my father), I know that after the death of a loved one, the ground beneath feels uneven. And the suffering that follows is a silent cold because nothing is ever the same again. We’re heartsick and long for that which no longer exists.

			Many cope with their grief in a quiet, inner way because in the wake of loss often the intense pain that comes can be related to secrets and regrets. It takes a great deal of courage to move onward as Laura did.

			In the process of living out her father’s list, Laura’s story intersects our own stories of loss and resilience. As humans we take comfort in knowing we are not alone with our fears, doubts, and sorrows. And yet, we as humans also have an uncanny ability to lose track of all the ways in which we are connected, leaving us feeling depleted and isolated. We each handle memories differently—some find hope in them and others decide to rearrange where they lie, no longer making them the center of one’s mind.

			There’s a stillness that happens when grief sets in, and for some it can be paralyzing, but for Laura, it became the fulcrum at which new life grows.

			Laura presents her story in unexpected ways and also with great wonder. Each time she does one of the items on the list, she puts us in touch with the part of ourselves from which love comes, so that the song Laura sings, or the miles she runs, or the letter she writes deepens our own understanding of what true love looks like.

			At the end of the day, healing also comes from special and comforting things—a photograph, a conversation, a remembrance. When we can pair those things with bittersweet memories, we’re able to hold onto our loved ones in a new and meaningful way.

			Above all, in completing her father’s list Laura invites us all to live with more truth, tenderness, compassion, and awe.

			With heartfelt lament and bittersweet gratitude,

			 

			Kristin A. Meekhof, M.S.W.,
Coauthor of A Widow’s Guide to Healing
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Prologue

			We were visiting my brother in Salem, Massachusetts, when we found it.

			As we gathered around Dave’s granite-topped kitchen island, catching up on his wedding plans, my future sister-in-law, Jaime, went into their bedroom to retrieve something.

			“Oh yeah,” my brother said. “I wanted to show you this.”

			When she returned, her long blonde hair matching the walls of the rustic kitchen, she was holding a small brown suede pouch with a drawstring. She turned it upside down and out tumbled a silver ring and a driver’s license, along with three pieces of folded notebook paper.

			“We found it when we were unpacking,” Dave said. “Do you know about this?”

			I unfolded the papers and started reading. At the top of the first page was “Things I Would Like to Do in My Lifetime!” in my dad’s handwriting.

			He wrote the list when he was twenty-nine, covering both sides of each page. The first item said, “I would like to live a long, healthy life at least to the year 2020.” The last said he hoped to dance at his grandchildren’s weddings.

			But both those goals were rendered impossible on August 8, 2003, the day he was killed by a distracted driver.

			That summer I was twenty-five, pursuing my dream of becoming a writer in New York. My dad had encouraged this more than anyone, so I knew I couldn’t give up on it. He wasn’t there when I accomplished my goal of working at a women’s magazine eight years later. And he wasn’t there five years after that, when I needed him to walk me down the aisle.

			But on that afternoon in my brother’s kitchen, I felt connected to him as we chuckled at his often indecipherable handwriting. I wondered aloud if he’d kept the list his whole life. He’d never told us about it. But then Dave remembered the World Series game he’d checked off.

			“Look,” he said. “He even wrote the score.”

			“As proof?” I asked.

			Then something strange happened: we realized that many of his want-to-dos were things we’d already done. “I did that!” I cried about number thirty-one, “Get my picture in a national magazine.” “And you did that!” I reminded my brother when we saw he’d wanted to record five songs (Dave recorded his with his a cappella group in college). All in all, there were thirteen items we’d accomplished. Not a small dent, considering he wrote down sixty.

			But in my father’s entire lifetime, he’d only checked off five.

			Item number twelve said, “Give my children the most love, the best education, and best example I can give.” He never checked that one off, but he should have. Because it’s the reason I did this.

			I decided to finish the list.

			As soon as my husband, Steven, suggested it, I saw my dad in my mind’s eye, smiling and nodding.

			 

			As the story goes, my mom found the list in a dresser in 1978, the year I was born, and read it in disbelief. She says they laughed over “have my own tennis court” and even harder at “correspond with the pope.”

			But at the time she was secretly concerned that the man she’d married had room in his head for much other than changing diapers.

			I knew I was tempting fate by going after his ideas now on purpose.

			***

			The last time I sat down alone with my dad was when I was twenty-five, a week before I moved away from home. It was my last “every Wednesday and Sunday.” That’s how often he said he’d see us when he left. And that’s how often he did, for nineteen years, usually in restaurants, movie theaters, bowling alleys, roller rinks, sports arenas, swimming pools, malls, arcades, every park in Wilmington, Delaware, and in summers at the Jersey Shore.

			My brother had moved to Arlington, Virginia, getting a job in accounting soon after college. I’d lingered in my mom and stepdad’s house longer, which felt unnatural as I was two years older. As we talked over lunch, my dad knew I was embarrassed by this.

			He told me he envied what I was about to do, try to find my way in New York as a writer, because it was something he’d wanted to do when he was my age. He told me that of all the talents my brother and I possessed, what made him the proudest of us was our kindness. He told me we were the best thing he’d ever done.

			He said this all the time, “You’re the best thing I’ve ever done,” so that was nothing new. But I hadn’t known it was our kind hearts that filled him the most with pride. He’d so often tried to predict our careers, athletic and otherwise, that somehow I’d missed it.

			“You’re audio,” he’d say to Dave, “and you’re visual,” he’d say to me, acknowledging my brother’s gift for singing, passed down from him, and mine for drawing. He’d say that someday we’d run our own business, with my brother as the accountant and me as the editor.

			When it came to sports, you’d think we were forming a team he’d drafted. I had the excellent tennis backhand, but my brother had the “power forehand”—and later, in adolescence, the “power serve,” backed by a muscular build I could no longer compete with. My tenacity on defense on the basketball court earned me the nickname “the female Bobby Jones” while my brother had “the second-fastest hands in the East”—“second” because my dad’s were “first.”

			I didn’t possess Dave’s coachability; I was more flappable. So my dad taught me to take my time, to look squarely at the basket and visualize the ball swooshing through. To imagine success before it happened.

			 

			The day my brother finally beat me in a race was not a good one. At age eleven, my baby fat shed, I’d emerged a long-legged goose of sorts. “Look at those long strides,” my dad said. “You’re going to be a long-distance runner.”

			I was fed up. I didn’t like being “the breaststroke champ” simply because I couldn’t swim freestyle. I didn’t like being applauded for treading water so furiously that I wouldn’t go under simply because I was too afraid to dive. I didn’t even particularly like playing goalie to Dave’s swift soccer kicks or catcher to his pitches.

			We were in our favorite park that day. And at eleven, with my feet in pink suede sneakers too big for my body, I ran off to put my long-distance-runner label to the test.

			My father’s cries of “Stop!” and “Where are you going?” were of little concern.

			I’m doing this, right now, by myself, I thought.

			I ran toward the park’s mile-long track. After five minutes, I began to tire. But then I saw the first stop on the obstacle course that ran along its perimeter. Its familiarity comforted me.

			In the summer my dad took us around the course on Wednesday nights. It was part of his exercise routine, and some stops were intolerably dull for children. But he’d pepper the course with jokes and trivia.

			The first obstacle was the tire jump. The last was the balance beam. I had them committed to memory.

			One by one they passed in my periphery. The yellow sand beneath me turned to clouds of dust. I began to lose my breath. I’d looked behind me a few times by then.

			Why aren’t they following me? I wondered. A moment of panic overtook me.

			I’m really doing this alone, I thought. It is completely up to me now.

			I slowed my pace to a power walk…and then to just a walk. And then I just wanted to make it to the balance beam.

			Fully expecting him to be angry at the finish, I was surprised to find my father proud of me.

			“I’m not a long-distance runner, Dad,” I said, embarrassed to have walked most of it. I stepped onto the balance beam and started across it, one foot after the other. Slowly, surely…my preferred pace. It was my favorite of all the obstacles.

			“Oh, but you are a long-distance runner,” he said. “You are.”

			 

			As I described my plans to him over lunch before my move to New York, my dad was the only person I knew who understood and approved of what I was doing. I was moving for an internship at an art magazine for only ten dollars a day. I was moving with only $1,000 in my bank account. I knew only one person, a cousin, who lived there already.

			But something in me knew I could handle it.

			And I think something in him did, too.

			***

			A month after finding my father’s list, my brother’s wedding was a snowy affair in New Hampshire—as cold and wet as my New Mexico wedding had been hot and dry. Dave and Jaime gave me the list framed as a wedding party gift, meaning anyone could now read it.

			There were plenty of opinions to go around. My brother said he would help me with some of the items but not all.

			A few weeks later, at Christmas, my mom and stepdad gave Steven and me a monetary wedding gift. It was meant to “invest in our future.”

			My mom hoped this would be a down payment on a house. She knew I might spend it on the list instead.

			“That list was for a twenty-nine-year-old, not a thirty-eight-year-old,” she said. She worried I’d go bankrupt pursuing this. Or even worse—jeopardize starting a family of my own.

			I knew what I was doing seemed impossible.

			But it was the main reason I had to try.
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CHAPTER 1

			Run Ten Miles Straight

			The first time I reached the end of the Santa Monica Pier, I started crying.

			A few days before, Steven and I had arrived in Los Angeles to visit my friend Kelly and her husband, John, who’d moved there from Delaware. I missed Kelly terribly and was excited. John, who’s Mexican American, grew up in L.A., so for him, this was a return home.

			Our first stop was the Getty Center. You can see panoramic views of all of L.A. from up there, from its white marble balconies. You can see all the way down to the beach. Even though it was the middle of October, it was warm and sunny, the way it feels on a fall day near sunset on the East Coast. As the wind picked up, John pointed out the blue of the ocean. Kelly laughed and made fun of his grand gesture.

			At dusk, they took us to see the Hollywood sign from Griffith Park. While Kelly and John parked the car, Steven and I looked out at the small white faraway letters. Steven smiled at me, his blue eyes glistening behind his dark-rimmed glasses. He seemed happy. Maybe he’s jet-lagged, I thought.

			John’s parents married in the oldest church in L.A., Our Lady Queen of Angels Catholic Church, on the oldest street in L.A., Olvera Street. So, the next morning, John and Kelly took us there.

			We hopped on the train and got off at Union Station, with its warm wood and Art Deco tiles. Kelly led the way, pushing her sons, Kevin and Dominic, in their two-seated stroller, by the potted birds of paradise, through a courtyard of pink bougainvillea. After the Getty, I’d thought I’d never see bougainvillea again.

			We spent three days with our friends and their toddler sons. Then John’s father, Papa John, what they call him to differentiate the two, drove us to our hotel on the Sunset Strip, where we’d stay our last two days in L.A. We rarely rented cars then—we figured if we could get by without one in New York, we could get by without one anywhere, which almost never turned out to be true.

			When we reached the Best Western, Steven flopped onto the bed and fell asleep. I Googled “history of Sunset Boulevard” and discovered the Garden of Allah.

			If you’ve heard Joni Mitchell’s song “Big Yellow Taxi,” you know about it: Garden of Allah was paradise. Now it’s a McDonald’s.

			It was built in 1913 by William Hay as a private residence. Six years later, he sold it to film and stage actress Alla Nazimova, who named the estate after herself. Seven years later, just before the stock market sank, Nazimova added twenty-five villas and turned it into a hotel. Guests like F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Greta Garbo, Frank Sinatra, Ava Gardner, Errol Flynn, Lauren Bacall, and Humphrey Bogart all stayed there.

			Like a lot of things in the 1920s, it became a freewheeling, debauched place—a constant party that sometimes devolved into orgies or nude swimming. And like a lot of things in the 1930s, as money got tighter, it fell into disrepair. Nazimova sold it and moved back to New York.

			Artie Shaw once called it “one of the few places that was so absurd that people could be themselves.”

			Sitting in my hotel room cross-legged in a green maxi dress and learning about this place was the moment I fell in love with L.A.

			Why haven’t I ever heard of this? I wondered. There’s even a replica of it at Universal Studios!

			I hadn’t heard of it for the same reason I hadn’t heard of many historic artists’ enclaves I’ve discovered since. These aren’t the people any God-fearing educator wants a wholesome suburban American kid to become. They were bohemian, they flouted common decency, and they were oftentimes miserable.

			But they were artists.

			 

			The next morning, we woke up early for what was supposed to be our beach day. As usually happens when we leave Kelly and John, we were bickering. We later learned to attribute this to being childless and being injected with an intense dose of kids for three days straight.

			Our main argument was which beach we’d be going to, Venice or Santa Monica. I wanted Santa Monica because I’d heard it was cleaner. Steven wanted Venice because he wanted to see “weirdos” and didn’t plan on spending much time lying down.

			This was an ongoing fight we’d had for as long as we’d known each other. For me, “going to the beach” meant at least four hours on the sand. The long walks Steven generally associated with vacation were a shock to me.

			When Steven didn’t want to get off the bus, I gritted my teeth and stayed on a few more stops. Venice wasn’t as bad as I’d feared, but it was the kitschiest place I’d ever seen—and I’d been to Dollywood.

			Steven sat on the beach a few minutes, then left to get a sandwich. I agreed after he’d asked enough times to walk up to Santa Monica. “It’s not that far,” he said. It was two miles.

			I was so grateful when we reached the pier that I ran to the end of it, like Tom Hanks does in Forrest Gump.

			“I want to see the Ferris wheel!” I said.

			But as soon as I got there, I started to cry.

			I didn’t know why I was crying. Maybe it was a release from the all-day fighting over stupid stuff, which in reality was about both of us wanting to soak up as much L.A. as we could on limited funds and not being able to agree on how to do that. Maybe it was sadness over the realization that my best friend now lived on the opposite coast, this was probably going to be permanent, and I didn’t know what it might do to our friendship. But mostly it was because when I looked at the surprisingly calm body of water, the same one John had pointed to from the Getty five days earlier, it struck me that I was seeing something my father had never seen, would never get to see, and probably would have very much wanted to.

			It wasn’t until we found the list four years later that I knew this was true.

			When Steven saw me crying, he said, “Aw,” and hugged me.

			I said, “My dad would have loved how beautiful this is.”

			I collected myself, and we started walking back.

			“Do you think we should get married?” Steven asked, in a nervous, nonchalant voice.

			The question was no different than if he’d said, “Do you think we should go see a movie?”

			My heart sank. “That’s how you’re going to ask me?”

			We’d been together nine years. I’d started asking about marriage five years in, when we moved into our first apartment—my high school best friend was getting married and I was her maid of honor, and she and her friends asked me often when Steven would propose, as though it was something I should be concerned about. He said at the time it didn’t seem like a great plan financially, and it wasn’t—I’d just been laid off from my first magazine job and was freelancing; he was working in his first job in his field, graphic design. Neither paid well (mine because I was spending all my money on my high school best friend’s wedding). The fact that we managed to afford five days in L.A. four years later was nothing short of a miracle—or the result of extreme persistence.

			Despite that, I internalized the pressure to be someone’s wife, and I projected it onto him, most notably after family members’ weddings. Once I got so angry that I slammed our bedroom door, and its full-length mirror came crashing to the ground. I’d become so obsessed with my public image that I’d shattered it.

			Steven had his reasons to put off proposing, none of which had to do with how much he loved me. He was concerned he wasn’t capable of being the provider he thought he should be.

			So when he asked me on the pier, it felt like he was really saying, “Do you think I should finish my lima beans? Because they’re good for me, right?”

			And I didn’t want to marry anyone who saw me as lima beans.

			He got embarrassed and angry over my response. He said he was surprised. And then he said he really wasn’t. “I have a ring back at the hotel,” he mumbled, looking down at the water, “but you’d probably hate it.”

			“You have a ring here in L.A., but you just asked me this without having it on you?” I asked.

			“Yes…well, you were crying about how beautiful the water was, and it seemed like a touching moment, so I went with it,” he explained.

			“But I wasn’t crying because I was happy,” I said. “I was crying because I was sad. Besides, we’ve been fighting all day—how could this possibly be the right moment?”

			He later revealed that he’d wanted to ask at Griffith Park, but Kelly and John had ruined that when they took us there themselves. That’s why he’d looked at me so wistfully that night.

			We wandered our separate ways, but not too far apart, through the amusement park. I sat on the steps of a trailer, out of view of the crowd, and cried. Something in me felt eleven again. Something in me felt worthless. The feeling I’d had when my father left, when I was six, returned to my body in a way it never had.

			It was sharp.

			***

			I still remember the moment he left, seeing his little gray Mazda back out of the driveway. I never remember his face when I think of this, just the car, which he often parked on the side of the drive, on the grass, which irritated my mother (because it “ruined the grass”), and the big mattress strapped to the top of it. I remember asking her where he was going, and her saying he’d be sleeping elsewhere for a while, and when I asked her why, her saying either because the bed hurt his back or because the bed was too small. Neither explanation made sense, especially given he was carrying the bed with him to wherever he’d end up, and these may just be the things I told myself to help my six-year-old brain process what was happening. My mother still says there’s no way she would have said these things. It’s more likely my father came up with that tale.

			But either way, it was the first time I understood that there was something about our house, our family, that was causing him pain or not big enough.

			Before their separation, my dad helped tuck us in at night and also woke us up. He sang lullabies, mostly “Too-Ra-Loo-Ra-Loo-Ral.” Because his ancestors really were from Ireland, and because he often changed the lyrics to “Too-Ra-Laura-Laura,” I thought he’d written it himself.

			In the mornings, he told dumb jokes and sang made-up songs as he drove the kids in our carpool and me to school. After the kids got out, he’d hand me half a piece of Juicy Fruit, which went over better with my preschool teachers than with the Catholic kindergarten nuns.

			I usually could tell he’d arrived home at night by the wet footprints on the primary bedroom’s wooden floor, which my mother hated (because it “ruined the wood”), but which he always did anyway after taking a bath. Then he’d sit in his armchair in the living room and open the newspaper and give me the comics. Even before I could read, I knew this was an important thing, that this was something to be revered.

			At the dinner table, he’d complain about his day, complete with impressions of every coworker. When my mom would try to finish the food on our plates, he’d do an impression of a T-Rex. After dinner, he’d make her Lipton tea, and sometimes he’d fill a demitasse with tea for me. 

			Our house wasn’t quiet. Even if I couldn’t remember this, I’d know from my father’s tapes. He recorded himself singing, mostly at Christmas, and would record my brother and me, too.

			My parents joked that he was the better-looking one—my mom thought he resembled a young Paul McCartney. I asked her once whom he thought she resembled, and she said a puppet from a 1950s TV show. She actually looks like Sally Field.

			We lived in a two-bedroom red brick Colonial on a street called Sunset Drive, just off the Delaware River—they called it this because if you drove up the hill to our house, away from the river, you could watch the sun dip into it. They’d moved into the neighborhood because my dad’s brother lived there.

			My mom, Joan, grew up in an old Delaware family—her grandmother was a debutante, a college graduate, the secretary of a Civil War general, and a painter who studied under Howard Pyle. In my mom’s family, the further back you go, the closer you get to aristocracy. My dad, Mick, grew up in a more urban part of Delaware. His Irish cop dad gave his sons a better education than he’d had. My dad called his grandfather a leprechaun (he was short) and joked he’d made a living back in Ireland carrying rocks.

			In 1984, the spring he left, my mom had just separated my brother and me into two bedrooms. She’d spent hours visualizing this. The dormer-windowed upstairs of our house had only two rooms, so she moved my brother to the first floor, into the wood-paneled study. Shortly after this, my dad moved him back out. My dad would sleep in the study for six months, he said, and on his birthday, in April, he’d be gone.

			When the divorce was finalized two years later, my mom converted the upstairs into a floor just for kids. I was moved into the primary bedroom and my brother into my old room. Like a king and queen on our thrones, we were separated by a small hall and a small bathroom. My mom would sleep downstairs in what had been the family room.

			The only drawback to this arrangement was the French door on the western wall of my bedroom that led outside, onto the tar roof of the garage. Walking through it was always a special occasion. We almost never ventured it, and when we did, my mom quickly ushered us back in. She was certain we’d fall off and that letting us out there would only encourage us to try it when she wasn’t home. She wasn’t home every day after school for two hours, so I often broke this rule. I also often fantasized about sunbathing out there when I was older, or sneaking out when I was a teen to meet boys.

			But at nine, I was less interested in sneaking out than I was in what might sneak in.

			An anxiety began to emerge when my mom tucked us in—my brother and I were competitive even in this, keeping close track of how much time she spent with us and yelling across the hall if it seemed uneven. As though one was receiving more love than the other, as though her love was in short supply.

			I did all I could to stretch out time, to avoid the moment my body hit the bed. Because once it did, I’d inevitably ask again why my father was gone and when/if he’d be coming back. My mom never had an answer other than “You’re too little to understand. I’ll tell you when you’re older.” My dad never had an answer when I asked him either, other than “Your mother and I still love each other very much.”

			My parents never had a fight, at least not one I’d seen. And so I mostly lay there, imagining myself at eighteen, picturing when I’d be “older.”

			When I couldn’t attribute my anxiety to my dad’s absence, I’d tell my mom worries left over from my day. She was a school guidance counselor, so she was equipped for this. Sometimes they were worries about the other kids at school. They were rarely limited to worries about me. But my compassion was born of a loneliness I couldn’t name yet.

			Once I found myself sitting on the floor alone in my bedroom, staring into a brand-new hand mirror, and singing “Edelweiss,” from The Sound of Music, one of my dad’s favorite songs, the song Captain von Trapp sings to his children when he regrets taking music from their lives. After a few lines, I began to cry and slammed the hand mirror facedown, accidentally breaking it. I picked it back up and saw my reflection, this time cracked and distorted.

			I still cry whenever I hear “Edelweiss.”

			After my mom kissed my cheek and left my room, I’d debate which side to face, as I had a door on each. Then I’d say my prayer, the same one each night. I’d ask God to bless the same people, in the same order. I’d count as I bit down on different parts of my mouth. The molars were one. The front teeth were two. The molars again were three. The front teeth were four.

			By the summer I was eleven, my rituals were no longer enough. My nighttime anxiety leaked into the daylight.

			A house in our neighborhood had been burglarized. We had two insect infestations—moths who emerged from a box of cereal and beetles who crept in through the porch and found their way up the stairs. One night, we came home from a neighbor’s house to find the front door ajar. We’d probably just forgotten to close it, but my mom thought someone had broken in. My dad drove over with a baseball bat.

			I was becoming aware that there were dangers he could protect us from if he still slept under our roof. My nightly prayers expanded. Please don’t let anything bad or scary happen, I’d ask over and over.

			But it wasn’t until he took us to Wildwood that summer that I knew something was terribly wrong.

			 

			My favorite boardwalk ride was the swings on Morey’s Pier. It was a girly ride—my brother didn’t care for it, and my dad couldn’t fit into the seats. Knowing I’d be riding it alone, I loved climbing the stairs to the metal platform and choosing the best swing—one all the way on the outskirts, to get the most height once I was aloft. I’d smile and wave every time I passed my dad and brother below.

			But this summer was different. I went through the motions. I asked if they wanted to ride with me, and they said no. I climbed the stairs and looked for a swing with trepidation. As the ride started and my swing took flight, I suddenly and for the very first time realized something: This ride could kill me.

			The realization took hold of my body, and I froze. And I started crying. And I started yelling to the attendant to stop the ride every time my swing went by. I was embarrassed for my dad and brother to see me like this, but my fear of sudden death seemed more important.

			After I got off, my dad tried to calm me down.

			“I don’t understand what happened,” he said. “You usually love that ride!”

			He led my brother and me to the Ferris wheel, his favorite ride on the pier. I steeled myself for a repeat performance.

			As the wheel turned and our cart inched up, my dad pointed out the amazing view of the hotels and coastline. “You can’t get a view like this from anywhere else,” he said.

			The ride stopped, and we were at the very top. And it got quiet. We were far enough from the clamor of the games and rides and barkers that it almost felt like we were in our own lofty tower. Even through the dark of night, I could see the waves crash along the Jersey Shore and felt strangely at peace.

			In this one quiet space, I had nothing to worry about.

			***

			I really am worth nothing to anyone, I thought. The man I love doesn’t want to marry me.

			It was like the feeling I’d had on Morey’s Pier, but painted in a much deeper hue. All I’d worked on for years, all of that was over now. This man, the one who supposedly unconditionally loved me, had ruined it. Because the truth was, he didn’t want to be married. And he probably never would. My striving to fake normal would end in failure. Either that, or I’d have to leave him and be heartbroken forever.

			We got the next bus back to the hotel. I sat in the seat behind him. We didn’t look at each other. We didn’t talk to each other. And Beverly Hills looked a lot less fun in the dark.

			When we got off at UCLA to transfer, Steven sat on a bench. I stood by the trees, looking at the Mediterranean-roofed homes, wondering what it might be like to live in one, assuming all these bastards had perfect lives and a man who actually wanted to marry them.

			“I want to see the ring,” I said.

			“No,” he said.

			I found out later that it was Lucite, purchased at the Museum of Modern Art for twenty dollars. It was unique and beautiful and the perfect gesture for us. But he didn’t tell me any of that. Instead he said, “I only spent ten dollars on it anyway.”

			When we reached the hotel, I insisted we go out for dinner. It was late, but surely something would be open. I put on the printed maxi dress I’d planned for that night, and we ate a mostly silent Chinese dinner on Sunset Boulevard alfresco.

			I can’t remember how any of the food tasted. I just remember how sad he looked.

			As we walked back, I said I needed to make a stop.

			And I started walking toward paradise.

			 

			I strode into the McDonald’s that had once been the Garden of Allah and used the restroom. Steven waited outside. I’d already excitedly told him all about it when he’d woken from his nap at the hotel. He’d taken a photo of me in my green maxi dress by the pool that night, in the bougainvillea-lined courtyard, and I’d had this feeling he was about to propose, but I always had that feeling then, and it always never happened.

			“Was it worth it?” he asked when I came back.

			“Yes,” I said.

			 

			Back home in New Jersey, I decided I wasn’t going to wait anymore. I found a diamond band my aunt had given me as a hand-me-down, and I asked him to marry me.

			“No,” he said. “You don’t want it to happen like this.”

			“OK,” I said, “then I’m proposing to myself.”

			I placed the ring on the middle finger of my right hand.

			 

			What I loved most about the Garden of Allah was the stories about the women who stayed there. They were liberated women in the 1920s. They had careers. They drank, they smoked. They didn’t need to be tied down by anyone. The notion that they could find a spot where they were accepted, “one of the few places,” Artie Shaw said, “that was so absurd that people could actually be themselves,” was amazing to me.

			It sent me on a mission to find places like it.

			A few months after we returned from L.A., my brother’s girlfriend at the time invited me to her running-themed birthday party. I wasn’t a runner, I told her—I’d given up on sports at sixteen. But I was determined to do well, or at least mediocre, so I started going to the gym in my office twice a week. My first day there, the coworker nice enough to go with me watched me fall off the treadmill. I never went with her again.

			At first the pain of running even a mile seemed unbearable, so I set up a system. While listening to music, I’d run on the treadmill until a song had ended—about three minutes. Then I’d walk until my heart rate had gone down to 162. And then I’d start again. As I ran, I counted the windows on the New York City skyscraper facing me. As my eyes drifted left to right, the miles ticked off more quickly.

			I used this practice when I ran a 5K that Thanksgiving in Delaware. The next morning, my brother woke me up to tell me my picture was in the newspaper. “If that’s what happens when I run, I’m never stopping,” I joked.

			But I never did.

			That spring, when I learned my sister-in-law Kate was running a half marathon in Philadelphia, I decided to do that, too. I didn’t believe I could run more than three miles. So I set up a schedule of gradually longer training.

			The next year I ran the New York City Marathon. The training was the hardest yet because it meant sixteen-mile runs, a lot of time to be pushing myself to do something so strenuous. There was nobody there to encourage me when I got tired. It was often sheer will that kept me going. I managed it by sticking to one rule: No matter how poorly I’m running, I have to finish the distance.

			After a while, I wanted to give up less and wasn’t so worried I’d have to. I started to enjoy being alone—I realized how necessary it was. When I had that time set aside just for me, I was separated from the clamor of the world around me.

			In this one quiet space, I
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