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Praise for High Hopes

“High Hopes tells a rapturous story. If Bruce has taught us nothing else, it’s that ‘it ain’t no sin to be glad you’re alive.’ Abel takes that lesson deeply to heart, and her book reaffirms it for us. It is a true inspiration.”

—Anthony DeCurtis, contributing editor at Rolling Stone

“High Hopes traces the story of one woman’s unexpected journey to Australia at the age of sixty, and a series of life-changing insights she could never have imagined. With the Boss’s humanism and boundless energy as her guide, Abel discovers a renewed sense of self in the wake of years of depression. A story of inspiration and rediscovery, High Hopes is the perfect tonic for our troubled age.”

—Kenneth Womack, author of Bruce Songs and John Lennon 1980

“Anne Abel is a survivor of severe depression. She finds the route to emotional healing at the age of sixty during a solo, twenty-six-day trip to Australia to follow Bruce Springsteen, displaying enormous courage and perseverance on the road to her own empowerment. She turns her doubt and hesitation into a travelogue of faith and commitment as she slogs through the days, becoming stronger and more determined each day. High Hopes is an authentic, gripping, heartfelt read. If you’re new to Anne Abel and/or Bruce Springsteen, you’ll come away as a fan of both!”

—Jane Seskin, LCSW, author of Older, Wiser, Shorter: The Truth and Humor of Life After 65

“Anne Abel’s memoir, which began as a winning story at a Moth StorySLAM in Chicago, is a lyrical account of the resilience of the human spirit. It shows how Anne’s gritty determination, tempered by an open mind and an open heart, enabled her to find her long-silenced voice.”

—Lee Ann Gullie, Director of Development, The Moth

“Anne’s ‘Come to Bruce Springsteen’ moment, and the vibrant stories that unfold from it, is the most unusual path I’ve heard about, and I’ve heard about quite a few. But this isn’t really another book about Springsteen; this is an inspirational book about Anne’s self-discovery. Whether you have never seen Springsteen perform or you just exited the stadium of his last sold-out show, Anne’s storytelling will resonate.”

—Donna Gray, founder of Bruce Funds

“Reading this book as someone who is both a psychologist and a major Springsteen fan, and who has done my own work researching what matters to women fans of Bruce Springsteen, was compelling. Anne’s psychological and physical journey, and the validation she felt through her experience of the Springsteen concerts and her time on the road, was a very fitting example of what many women in our study spoke of as seeing Springsteen as a therapist, teacher, or guide. You don’t have to be a psychologist to appreciate Anne’s journey, as the book is written for all fans.”

—Lorraine Mangione, coauthor of Mary Climbs In: The Journeys of Bruce Springsteen’s Women Fans

“Central to her journey, and her memoir, is a candid exploration of her lifelong struggle with depression and the ways in which becoming a Springsteen fan fuels her healing. Many aspects of her story are unique—not least her sudden discovery of popular music in late midlife—but the meaning, inspiration, solace, and joy she finds in Springsteen’s music and performances will resonate with many longtime fans.”

—Donna Luff, coauthor of Mary Climbs In: The Journeys of Bruce Springsteen’s Women Fans

“What a pleasure to accompany Anne Abel on this beautiful journey of personal growth as she shares the saga of growing a new identity and freeing her soul by summoning the courage to say yes to one bold thing. There’s a message for all of us here: Never be afraid to have new experiences. Sometimes, the best way to change our internal world is to be bold and take steps to change our outer world. It’s also a testament to the power of art to open hearts and minds and free the soul.”

—P. Shavaun Scott, LMFT, author of The Minds of Mass Killers and Game Addiction
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For Andy, of course.
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I WALKED TO the middle of the semicircle of desks in my Developmental English classroom at the Community College of Philadelphia.

“Scott, please close your dictionary. You cannot use a dictionary during a vocabulary quiz,” I said to my twenty-six-year-old Iraq War vet student.

I waited a moment. I waited two moments. I waited three moments. He was so big that that even with him seated and me standing, if he had looked at me, we would have been eye-to-eye. But he did not look at me. He continued to write on his quiz paper, his Webster’s dictionary open next to it. In my peripheral vision, I could see the eyes of the other students jumping from me to Scott, from Scott to me. This was better than any reality TV show they had ever seen.

“Scott, if you don’t close your dictionary now, you’ll have to leave,” I said calmly.

Scott stood up from his seat so suddenly that even he seemed to be taken off guard by the move. His dictionary fell to the floor. His white, blue-lined quiz paper floated down after it.

“Fuck you.” He stared down at me, his brown eyes locked on mine. “Fuck you.”

It was Monday, the fifth week of the fifteen-week semester. The previous Wednesday, after our last class session, I had gone to the head of the English Department to ask for advice on how to deal with this difficult batch of students. It was the first time in the five years since he had hired me that we had spoken.

“Why do you think we have those beige phones on the wall at the entrance to every classroom?” he said. “As soon as you lift the receiver, Security will come on the line. Give them the room number and hang up. They will arrive within minutes.”

I nodded. In my entire time teaching there, I had never wondered about the beige phones. More importantly, I had never needed them. Now, sitting across from the department head, I wondered why no one had told me about them when I first began teaching.

“Another thing you need to do, immediately,” he said, “is to begin writing behavior reports for every out-of-control student and submitting them to the dean of students. The dean’s office will review them and set up a date for you and the student to appear before a judiciary hearing board. Be forewarned, it is time-consuming to complete those forms.”

“Thank you,” I said, standing up. “I’ve never had a class like this before.”

“It happens,” he said, smiling in commiseration as he walked me to the door of his office cubicle. “Remember, that’s why we’ve got those phones.”

After that meeting, I’d spent two hours writing behavior reports for four students in my class. A few days later, on Sunday, I’d received emails from the dean’s office with four judiciary hearing dates. I’d been shocked to learn that each of the hearings was in the first week of December, six weeks away. What was I going to do with these students for six more weeks?

And today, Monday, things had gone from bad to worse.

“Yeah, fuck her,” I’d heard someone say outside the classroom before class began.

I’d looked up from my desk. Scott and the three other students for whom I had written behavior reports were standing together in the hallway outside of my classroom, nodding at each other.

“Yeah, fuck her. Yeah, in December when we have our hearings, we’ll see who’s gonna win,” one of the others had said, and they’d glared at me.

Not only had the dean’s office set the judiciary hearing dates late in the semester, but apparently they’d also emailed each of the students to let them know. At the very least, they could have also assigned me two bodyguards.

Now, two hours later, as I stood staring at Scott and he stood staring back down at me, his dictionary and quiz paper still on the floor, I could feel the tension between us coursing like an electric current.

Finally, slowly, he picked up his dictionary and quiz paper off the floor and sat back down at his desk. He began to fan through the dictionary, searching for the next vocabulary word on the quiz.

I was now regretting having given each student one of those dictionaries on the first day of class.

I walked backward to the door of the room, picked up the receiver of the beige phone, and pressed it to my ear. It sounded like the phone was dead. I waited. With the students’ eyes following every movement I made, I pushed down on the lever at the top of the phone, hoping to jiggle the phone to life and make a connection with Security. The receiver remained silent. I tapped the zero on the keypad. The receiver remained silent. The beige phone did not work.

I put down the receiver and walked back to the middle of the room.

“Ten more minutes and then I’m collecting the quizzes,” I said.

Reluctantly, one student after another picked up a pen and put their focus back on the quiz in front of them.

I didn’t care if I was admitting defeat by allowing Scott to continue to use his dictionary. My only goal now was to remain unharmed for the next fifteen minutes, until the bell rang and class was over. I just hoped I could make it to the safety of my car without being attacked verbally or physically by Scott or the other three students for whom I had written behavior reports.

When the ten minutes were over, I began collecting the quizzes from each of the students. Robert, another student about whom I had sent in a behavior report, was the last student to hand his in.

“Thank you, Robert.” I took the paper and added it to my pile, then turned and walked back to my desk. As I put the quizzes down, my back to the class, I heard a crashing, screeching noise.

I whipped around to see Robert’s desk with its attached chair careening toward me. It landed just short of hitting me.

“I told you I hate these desks,” Robert screamed at me. “I want your desk.”

It was not the first time he’d hurled a desk at me.

In my peripheral vision, I saw on the circular wall clock that it was 11:55.

“Okay, everyone—that’s it for today,” I said. “I’ll see you back here on Wednesday.”

Within moments, the classroom was empty. I waited until the bell rang. Then, with my heartbeat quickening, I stepped out of the classroom. In the safety of the crowd of students and teachers, I walked along the corridor and down four flights of stairs before bursting out the door into the noontime October sun.

I stopped. The sun’s soothing warmth on my face and bare arms was so unexpected, so wonderful, so different from anything I had experienced in a long time. I stared at the blue sky, the white clouds, and the leafy, colorful autumn trees. The muscles throughout my body softened. I took a deep breath. I felt a space open up in my tight, overcrowded head. The agony that had accumulated within me during the five weeks I had worked so hard to teach these students—so often angry, belligerent, and even violent—dissipated. I felt so good, so very, very good.

After a few sun-warmed moments at the top of the stairs of the main building of the Community College of Philadelphia, I thought, I deserve better. I am never coming back here.

I took another deep breath, stood up straight, and walked down the steps to my ruby-red Volvo station wagon. I threw my canvas totes with books and papers into the trunk and slid into the driver’s seat. I clicked my seat belt, turned my key in the ignition, and threw the car into gear.

But then, as I pulled out of my parking spot, I pictured my empty six-bedroom house. My three grown sons were living on opposite coasts and my husband was away on business trips more than he was home. My breaths became quicker and shallower. The surge of self-empowerment I had felt moments earlier was quickly turning into panic.

I had struggled with depression since I was sixteen. As an adult, I had tried over twenty antidepressants in as many years. I’d been an inpatient at a psychiatric hospital twice. I’d undergone three regimens of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT). I’d also tried transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS), a treatment that sends magnetic currents through the skull. None of these modalities had ever given me any significant relief from my depression.

Teaching at the community college had helped to keep me out of the abyss. Each previous semester, I had found one or two students who’d hoped that my class would be a stepping stone to a future they envisioned for themselves—students for whom it had been so fulfilling for me to help along their way.

One such student was Mardoche. In the two-page writing sample required of all students in my Developmental English class on the first day of the semester, Mardoche had written about his release from prison two months earlier and his hope of getting a football scholarship to Alabama State University. At the end of class, I offered to meet with anyone who wanted to work with me one-on-one to improve upon their essay.

“I need any help I can get,” Mardoche told me as all the other students raced out of the classroom. “My dream is to play football for Alabama State.”

Two days later, after class, he followed me to my pale-yellow cinderblock office and sat down catty-corner from me at my industrial metal desk. I pulled out his writing sample and put it on the desk between us.

“I know it’s not good,” he said, shaking his head and slumping backward against the chair. “I got my GED in prison.”

“Mardoche, this is a first draft. A first draft you didn’t have much time to do. No one writes a finished story the first time.”

He sat up straight, resting one arm on the desk and picking up his essay with the other. “Really? You think I can write something?”

“Absolutely. Absolutely for sure,” I said, smiling.

Excitement ran through me. I could feel myself filling with energy.

Twice a week, we worked on his life story, crafting it into a personal essay. At the end of the semester, he won first place in a developmental English writing contest and read his essay at the awards ceremony.

Joe was another student who lifted my spirits and helped me stave off a deep depression. In his first-day writing sample, Joe wrote about his family and online gambling. I read the two pages, and when I got to the end, I turned over the page, hoping there would be more. And more and more. His fast-clipped pacing, energetic prose, and insights—far more mature than those of a typical eighteen-year-old—had me awed.

“Joe, would you be interested in expanding your writing sample?” I asked him at the beginning of our next session. “If you are, I would love to help you. From what I read, though, I don’t think you need my help.”

“I don’t know if I could write more,” he said.

“Don’t think of the length,” I said. “Just think about what you want to say about your gambling. About your family. About your life. Just sit down and start writing whatever comes into your head.”

“Really?” He looked doubtful.

I nodded enthusiastically. “Try it. Set yourself an amount of time, if you think that will help, and try to write until the time is up.”

A week later Joe returned with five typewritten pages. They were even better than the two he had written in class. His voice was like nothing I had ever read. Engaging, sincere, irreverent, hopeful. Vulnerable, arrogant, insecure, honest.

Over the course of several weeks, Joe showed me his progress. His voice and his story were mesmerizing. Occasionally, I sensed there was more he wanted to say about a topic than what he had actually written, and I’d point to the piece in question. “Joe, is there something more you have in your head about this?”

“Yeah,” he’d say, tentatively. “But I didn’t think it would be interesting.”

But then, at the following class, he’d bring in his expanded version, and it was inevitably interesting—incredibly so.

It was gratifying and energizing for me to be able to encourage and enable students like Joe to be the best they could be, and to feel proud about their work and themselves.

Joe ultimately submitted his essay to a writing contest that was open to all CCP students, and he won first place. At the award ceremony, he gave me an expensive bottle of Russian vodka. I never opened it, but it sat in a prominent place on my bookshelf. Every time my eyes rested on it, I thought of Joe and felt myself smile.

Triumphs like these invigorated me. Working with students like Mardoche and Joe had lifted my spirits in a way that no antidepressants or treatments had ever managed to do. But this latest class had been horrendous; not only were many of the students disrespectful and aggressive toward me, but not even one student in this group had seemed to want anything from it. Or me.

On this sunny October day, as I navigated the narrow streets toward the expressway home, I realized I needed a new focus. If I was no longer going to teach at the community college, I needed a plan.

As I merged onto the expressway, I thought, I know. I’ll go to Australia in February and see Bruce Springsteen.
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THIRTEEN MONTHS before the sunny October day when I quit my teaching job—on Labor Day weekend 2012, at the age of fifty-nine—I agreed to go to my first concert ever. A Bruce Springsteen concert. A musician I knew nothing about.

I had just finished my daily sixty-minute stationary bike ride to nowhere that Friday when Andy walked into the room holding his iPhone to his ear.

“I have Robert on the phone,” he said. “He wants to know if he and Lindsey can come to Philadelphia this weekend.”

My son Robert and his wife, Lindsey, lived in Boston.

“Are you kidding?” I said, my feet still anchored into the toe clips of my bike. “The whole time I was working out, I was feeling sorry for myself because we don’t have any fun plans for this holiday weekend.”

Andy, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania, and I had been planning to spend the long weekend preparing for our semesters, which would begin the day after Labor Day—not exactly exciting stuff. My favorite thing in the world was to spend time with my children; I was thrilled Robert and Lindsey wanted to visit.

“They’re going to a Bruce Springsteen concert here on Sunday night,” Andy said, taking the phone away from his ear. “They want to know if we want to go with them.”

I shook my head no. As much as I wanted to see Robert and Lindsey, I did not want to go see someone whose music I didn’t know in concert. I’m sure I had heard of Bruce Springsteen—who hasn’t? I might have even been aware that he was a rock star. But that was the limit of my Springsteen knowledge. I was brought up in a house devoid of any kind of culture, pop or otherwise. When my mother bought a white Plymouth Valiant in 1964, she was proud that she did not get a radio. Music was never played in our house.

Besides, these days, I was typically dragging myself up the stairs and collapsing onto my bed, grateful that another day was over, by seven at night. I couldn’t imagine heading out of the house for a rock concert that would likely start even later than that.

“Your mother doesn’t want to go, so I won’t go either,” Andy said into the phone. “But thank you for asking.” He listened for a few seconds, then looked at me again. “Lindsey wants to know if she should bring her wedding dress for you to see.”

I smiled. “Absolutely!”

Robert and Lindsey’s wedding had taken place six weeks earlier—halfway through my five-week regimen of ECT. It was my third regimen in four years. Terrifying as it was, I had agreed to do it because I hoped it would bring some relief from my debilitating depression. Instead, not only had the depression remained equally suffocating, I’d also developed severe pain in my upper left jaw. And lost my memory. In fact, I couldn’t remember anything from the beginning of May until the middle of August. I did not remember going hours, sometimes days, that summer without saying a word. I didn’t remember Robert and Lindsey visiting us over the Fourth of July weekend. I didn’t remember going with them to buy a rehearsal dinner dress for Lindsey, and I didn’t remember them going with me to buy a green, sleeveless A-line dress to wear to the wedding.

In one photo from their wedding day, Lindsey is flanked by her mother and father, and Robert by Andy and me. Lindsey and Robert are beaming. Lindsey’s parents are smiling. Andy is smiling. I am staring directly into the camera—trancelike, vacant. I am not frowning; I am not smiling. I am not there.

I didn’t remember anything about their wedding—the ceremony itself or any of the guests. I didn’t remember waking up the morning of the wedding and saying to Andy, “I can’t wait until tonight, when I will be able to crawl back into bed.”

So I was looking forward to Lindsey bringing her wedding gown to Philadelphia for me to see.

Getting off my exercise bike that day, I felt better than I had since well before May. Robert and Lindsey were coming to visit! It didn’t get better than that.

The next day, at exactly four o’clock, Lindsey and Robert’s gray Saturn appeared at the top of our driveway. Andy and I ran out the back door and got to them just as they were tumbling out. I hugged each of them.

“Here’s my wedding dress,” Lindsey said, pointing to the satiny white dress spread out across the back seat. “I love it. But, after I put it on for you this weekend, I can’t imagine when I’ll ever wear it again.”

I smiled.

Then she picked up a New Yorker magazine that was lying on the floor of the car.

“Yesterday I finally had a chance to go through the New Yorkers from before our wedding and I found an article about Bruce Springsteen. I grew up listening to him. My parents are fans. I read that he’s sixty-two and I figured I’d better get to a concert soon.”

I didn’t know how to respond. Did she mean she thought Bruce Springsteen was likely to die soon? If so, at fifty-nine, I wasn’t far behind. Or did she mean he would soon retire? I didn’t want to think of myself nearing that stage of life either.

The following morning, I woke in a better mood than usual and went straight to my exercise bike. I didn’t want to waste valuable time working out after Robert and Lindsey woke up.

As I pedaled away, I felt my mood lightening even more with each advancing minute. Suddenly I thought, Why not go to that concert tonight?

I jumped off my bike and ran into the family room, where Robert and Lindsey were sitting on the couch, staring into their iPhones.

“I want to go with you tonight,” I said, startling them not only with the content of my declaration but also with my exuberant delivery.

They looked at each other. They looked back up at me.

“I’ll go ask Daddy,” I said, taking their silence as an okay.

I found Andy in the basement, finishing his workout.

“I decided I want to go to the concert tonight,” I announced. “I want to spend the time with Robert and Lindsey. Do you want to go?”

“Yes,” he said in between breaths and smiling.

I ran back upstairs. “We’re in!” I told Robert and Lindsey. “But I want to sit with you guys, so we need to buy four new tickets.”

“Okay,” Robert said. “I’ll go to StubHub and get new tickets.”

I sat down in a chair across from Robert and Lindsey. I needed to shower but I didn’t feel like moving. I could already feel my energy beginning to drain.

“Do you want to read the New Yorker article I was telling you about?” Lindsey asked, lifting the magazine off her lap and holding it out to me.

I took it from her and forced my lips into a polite smile.

What had I done? After my workout I really did feel happy and energetic, but now, an hour or so later, my endorphins and my energy were dissipating. Sitting on the chair with the New Yorker on my lap, all I could think about was how horrible the evening was going to be.

I was not feeling any better when the time came to leave for the concert. And by six o’clock, as we arrived at the first lot of the ballpark turned concert hall only to find that it was full, I felt my heart sinking into my belly.

The next lot was full too, and the one after that.

Finally, Andy found a spot in a remote lot. I sighed with dread as I rolled out of the car.

In each lot we walked through on our way to the stadium, people were tailgating. It had never occurred to me that non-sports people would arrive early to do this. Everyone was attired in easy, summer fashions. They were sitting on beach chairs, picnic chairs, blankets, and the open tailgates of pickup trucks. No one was alone. Everyone was with someone. Wisps of smoke spiraled up from sizzling kielbasas, hot dogs, hamburgers, and ribs on small backyard grills, creating an array of familiar smells.

Music sounded from radios on the ground near the chairs and blankets and from speakers inside the cars and trucks. It wasn’t blasting, blaring, or annoying music. It was soft enough that I couldn’t make out the words, but I could hear the rhythms as we walked by. Instinctively, my feet seemed to keep step with the changing beats.

People were swaying to the music. Many were singing. I had walked through many tailgating sessions on my way to baseball games, but this version of it was different. Unlike baseball tailgaters, who would be disappointed if their team lost, these concert tailgaters would all feel like winners at the end of the evening.

We stopped in front of a man who was grilling hot dogs on a hibachi grill and wearing a gray T-shirt with an etching of Bruce Springsteen on the front.

“Help yourself to a dog,” he said, rolling the hot dogs over with a spatula.

The four of us looked at each other and smiled.

“Thank you,” Andy said to the man. “We’re holding out for the hoagies inside. Enjoy the concert.”

I looked at the man. “Yes, thank you,” I said, smiling at him spontaneously. “Have fun at the concert.”

A few steps later, we came to a woman in a black Bruce T-shirt with a guitar on the front and “Wrecking Ball 2012” on the back with a list of cities. She pointed to pretzels roasting on her grill.

“Can I interest any of you in a soft pretzel?” she asked, holding a salt-coated twist out to us.

“Thank you so much, but we’re saving our appetites,” I said with a smile.

Farther down the row of tailgaters, we were even offered beers. In all the years I had walked past tailgaters on the way to baseball games, no one had ever offered us anything. It was so pleasant to be surrounded by such generous and kind strangers.

Everyone seemed so excited and happy about seeing Bruce Springsteen. And their excitement and happiness were contagious. I wasn’t as excited as they were, but in the presence of their good cheer I could feel the heavy tightness that typically resided in my gut loosening and lightening. Walking to the stadium, I absorbed enough of the happiness exuding from the tailgaters that I felt my mood elevating back up to its post-workout, non-depressive state.

Suddenly Andy, who was walking a few steps ahead of me, stopped, and I walked right into him. I was so caught up in the moment-to-moment sights and smells and sounds that I hadn’t realized we had already arrived at the ticket booth.

When we entered the stadium, I was surprised by my sudden recall of stadium geography. All my years of going to baseball games with Andy and the boys were paying off. I had not been there in the three years since Ross had left for college, but stepping along the familiar shiny gray cement concourse, the familiar smells of spilled beer, popcorn popping, and butter melting overtook me.

Looking out toward the daylight of the baseball field, I was overcome by a sense of nostalgia. There were a lot of things I didn’t enjoy about the many, many games we’d come to here. But they were far outweighed by the comforting wholeness, the soothing togetherness, I had felt from the moment our family piled into the car and headed to the stadium for a baseball game. I loved being with my family. I loved hearing their voices. I loved hearing them banter. That was enough for me. More than enough. As much as I hated sweating in the summer sun, watching a game I could see and understand far better on the television in our family room, I loved the feeling of utter peace that filled me when I was with my family.

I glanced at Robert and Lindsey in front of me, and then Andy beside me, and smiled with contentment.

Our seats for the concert were directly in front of the middle of the stage, high up in the third-tier section of the four-tiered stadium. I could make out the microphone but it looked really, really small.

While we waited for the concert to begin, we ate our hoagies and looked at pictures of Robert and Lindsey’s wedding on Robert’s iPhone. Robert and Lindsey filled me in on the backstories of guests at the wedding who I didn’t know.

Lindsey was in the middle of telling me a story about her sister’s boyfriend when suddenly everyone around us mysteriously rose in unison. I looked at my watch. It was nine thirty. I had been worried that it would be difficult for me to stay awake for a concert that began at seven thirty; it had never occurred to me that it would start late. Two hours late.

Usually, there is nothing I hate more than waiting. But I had not even been conscious of waiting, I was having such a good time listening to the kids’ stories.

I felt myself rising to my feet as if I were being lifted by the energy of the crowd around me. Down on the stage, I saw a man with a guitar, strumming and strumming and strumming. Singing and singing and singing. And tapping the heel of his foot with such energy that it radiated from down on the stage all the way up to me.

On the giant screen to the left of the stage, I saw the face of a man with the biggest, kindest, most effervescent smile I had ever seen. His bursting smile seemed to fill the entire screen. His white teeth were as sparkly as the tiny diamond stud glistening in his left ear. The energy of his tap, tap, tapping foot and strum, strum, strumming fingers filled me with energy. His smile embraced me. I felt my heart opening for this man.

I took my eyes off the giant screen and looked directly at the stage. Even from my bird’s-eye view, I could sense that the man who was strumming and tapping and singing and dancing down there was having so much fun. I could sense that right here, right now, there was no place else in the world this man wanted to be. It felt so good to be with someone who was so happy and excited to be with me—and the forty thousand people around me. And all of those forty thousand people seemed as happy and excited as I was.

I couldn’t make out the words of his songs. It didn’t matter. His smile, his energy, and his enthusiasm traveled on every note that emanated from his guitar, on every sound that left his mouth and filled my soul. His humanity lifted me. I was clapping. I was swaying. I was smiling.

A thirty-something woman in front of me who had been jumping and dancing from the moment the man appeared onstage turned around, looked at me, and smiled. I smiled back at her. And then, suddenly, in the six inches of concrete in front of my seat, I was not only smiling and clapping and swaying but also jumping and dancing. The energy of the man at the microphone in the middle of the stage had somehow gone from him to the woman in front of me and then up to me.

I was standing, I was dancing, I was swaying and clapping and smiling. I. Was. Not. Sitting. I was not even thinking of sitting. I was not conscious of the pounding my feet took each time a dance step or a jump landed me back on the unforgiving cement floor. The man onstage—a man who, at sixty-two, was three years older than me—did not stop. From the drawn-out last note of one song to the anticipatory “One, two, three” of the next, this man was giving us everything he had. He didn’t want to waste even a second pausing to catch his breath. And if he could keep on going like this, so could I.

I was captivated each time his face spread across the giant screen. I could not take my eyes off his smile—a smile that, no matter how big, seemed to somehow expand each time it appeared.

Finally, after two encores, the stage went dark. I just stood there, butterflies fluttering inside me, staring down at the microphone in the middle of the stage. I could feel myself smiling. I could feel myself shaking my head in disbelief. Disbelief that it was possible to feel so good. So happy. So energetic. So alive. So very much the opposite of anything I had ever felt before.

I looked at my watch. It was one o’clock in the morning. I had been smiling and clapping and swaying and jumping and dancing for three and a half hours. For three-plus hours, this man’s energy, humanity, and empathy had lifted me up. For three-plus hours, Bruce Springsteen had made me feel like I had a chance.

I turned to Lindsey. “Thank you. Thank you so much,” I said, giving her a hug. “I have never experienced anything like this. I am so glad I could share it with you.”

As I floated my way out of the stadium, I saw someone selling T-shirts. They were light gray and had a black sketch of Bruce Springsteen wrapping his arms around his guitar and pressing it tightly to his torso. I bought one for each of us.

It was two thirty by the time we found our way through the crowd to our car and then home. But I was not tired. Not at all.

I was bursting with energy. I was happy to be alive.

In the next six months I went to six more concerts.
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I WAS never the depressed mother whose children found her in bed under the covers when they came home from school. Quite the contrary; being with my children always invigorated me. When I was with them, I didn’t need to pretend that I was okay. My goal of nurturing them with support and encouragement kept me in the moment. It buoyed me and gave me purpose and energy. I was interested and engaged in helping them navigate their worlds and getting them where they wanted to go.

Even so, I had to work hard to be emotionally present and available for my kids. Each morning, after I dropped them off at school, I drove to the local Y and swam a mile. I dreaded getting into the cold water, but I knew that when I was done, I would feel better—at least until midafternoon, when my mental and physical energy would drain and I would feel like dropping to the floor and curling up into a ball. That’s when I would change into my workout clothes, go down to the basement, and ride an exercise bike for sixty minutes, bringing my heart rate up to 148 beats per minute. When I finished, I had energy again. I had energy to happily pick my sons up at school and ferry them to one after-school activity or another. Being with them, listening to them, advising them, and laughing with them was the highlight of my day.

Then my oldest moved to Florida; and then three years after that, in September 2007, within two weeks of each other, the other two left—my youngest son for college and my middle son to San Francisco.

And yet the empty bedrooms of my house were not what sent me into the pit of depression.

The morning after we moved my youngest into his dorm at Swarthmore, one doctor put my left foot into a cast for acute plantar fasciitis and another diagnosed me with cutaneous B-cell lymphoma, a rare type of skin cancer. Though, admittedly, the three weeks between the day I learned I had cancer and the day I got back the PET scan results showing that it had not spread were rough, this was not what sent me into an emotional spiral either. Once I learned the cancer was isolated and that I would undergo four months of radiation, I felt fine. I had a goal: Get better. Every day I showed up at the hospital and sat in the radiation waiting room. I talked to other women. I talked to the radiation technicians. Being with people, talking to people, sharing with people gave me energy. During those four months, I was actually happy.

It was afterward, in February, when I felt myself begin to slip. My steps got heavier. My mind began to feel numb. My heckling inner voice turned into a muted drone. I stopped reaching out to friends. By the end of the month, for the first time in my life, I couldn’t even motivate myself to work out. I just sat.

Andy stayed home with me when he could, but it was difficult for him to tend to me as I dropped further and further into the abyss—he had responsibilities at school, a schedule to keep up with. At the beginning of March, he called the psychiatrist at the University of Pennsylvania Cancer Center, who recommended inpatient psychiatric treatment at The Retreat at Sheppard Pratt, a private psychiatric hospital in Towson, Maryland.

I was terrified of going to The Retreat. I was terrified of being alone. I was terrified of missing Andy. I was terrified of being thrown in with a group of equally miserable and unhappy strangers. I was terrified I would be told that I needed ECT.

If I could have just disappeared from the world like a wisp of smoke, leaving no one sad behind me, I would have done that. But as terrified as I was of going to The Retreat, I wanted more than anything to feel better. For me. For Andy. For my kids. So, when the University of Pennsylvania psychiatrist suggested I go, I agreed. I never didn’t try to do what was good for me, even when it terrified me. But I didn’t have much hope for The Retreat; I simply didn’t believe that feeling better was possible.

Six days later, clutching my pillow, I was in the passenger seat of Andy’s Lexus SUV for the two-hour drive to The Retreat at Sheppard Pratt. I didn’t speak any more during the ride than I had for several days, so Andy turned on SiriusXM. Elvis would be the soundtrack of my final hours of freedom.

At 10:30 a.m., we pulled up to a sprawling, Gothic-style brick building with pitched roofs and eaves and pointed arches. The Retreat’s director, Lois, and a member of her staff were waiting for us out front with a brass luggage cart worthy of a first-class hotel.

“I’ll take you upstairs while Andy shows my staff what to bring inside,” Lois said when I got out of the car.

I looked at Andy.

Immediate separation was not what I’d had in mind. I knew that at some point Andy would have to go home—that at some point, I would be alone in this strange place. But I had not thought concretely about when that sometime would be. I knew I would see him again inside, but I was scared to be away from him for even a minute as I committed myself to being a patient in this mental hospital.

Andy has many admirable traits, one of them being that he always does the right thing. Even if it hurts him. If he could have absorbed my pain and borne it himself, it wouldn’t have been my belongings we’d just unloaded at Sheppard Pratt. But he couldn’t. So, with an apologetic grimace, he nodded me toward Lois, and obediently I followed her through the automatic glass doors and down the green-plaid carpeted hallway.

Lois pressed a button at an entryway, and after a buzz she pulled the door open. On the other side, a woman stood facing us.

“Anne, this is Kathy, one of our head nurses,” Lois introduced us.

I reciprocated Kathy’s handshake but not her smile.

“Your room is in the East Wing and I’m the head nurse of that unit,” she said as she led me down a hallway. At the nurses’ station was a twelve-paned glass door. “The door is locked,” Kathy said, pulling on it as if I wouldn’t believe her. “When you need something, you just knock, and someone will come out immediately.”

I recoiled internally. Was every door in this building kept locked?

We continued down the hall. As if reading my mind, Kathy said, “There are no locks on the doors of the residents’ rooms.” She stopped. “This one’s yours.”

I stepped through the doorway and surveyed the cavernous, high-ceilinged room. On the far wall were two large multipaned windows with fire-retardant dark-green drapes. Despite the tall windows, the room seemed dark, cold, and dreary. Between the windows was a low, round wooden table flanked by two upholstered armchairs covered in a worn, tweedy green fabric. It was as if someone had wedged a bed into a tired, musty conference room.

I began to feel worse. Something I had not thought possible.

“Every Tuesday fresh flowers are brought in,” Kathy said.

I remained silent.

I heard Andy enter behind me. Kathy smiled at him. “I’ll check back with you in a bit. Finish unpacking. No need to rush. When you’re finished, we’ll still have plenty of time to tour the unit.”

She started for the door but then turned back to us. “You have a one thirty appointment with Doctor Quaytman. It would be best if you could go too,” she said, looking at Andy.

Andy and I exchanged quick glances. I knew what he was thinking; he knew what I was thinking.

Some years back I’d heard Kitty Dukakis, the wife of Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis, speak on NPR about undergoing ECT to treat her depression. At the time, I’d felt sure I’d never be willing to undergo something as frightening and drastic as ECT to relieve my recurrent depression.

Now, at The Retreat, my biggest fear was that I’d be ECT’d.

When the nurse was out of sight, Andy did a 360-degree inspection of the bedroom and bathroom. “This is nice,” he said. “Who’d expect stone and granite in a psychiatric hospital bathroom?”

By the time he turned around, I was plopped on the bed, picking up where I’d left off at home. Showing no signs of unpacking. Showing no signs of doing anything.

Andy settled the two garbage bags full of my belongings in the middle of the room and began to pull my clothes out. “I’ll do this for you if you want,” he said. “But it might be better if you do it so you know where everything is, and you can put things where you want them.”

He had been wife-sitting for weeks—buying my food, preparing my meals, feeding the dogs, and deflecting phone calls. So it didn’t surprise me when he began removing my balled-up clothes from the garbage bag and folding each item, like I’d watched him do so many times with his own clothes.

But I had neither the patience nor the heart to watch him unpack for me here at The Retreat at Sheppard Pratt.

“Let me do it,” I said, rolling off the bed and speaking for the first time since we’d arrived. I pulled a red “Life is Good” T-shirt from his hands. As I shoved it into the top drawer of a chest near the bathroom door, I appreciated, even in my catatonic state, the pink heart above the hopeful, if ironic, lettering.

Within seconds, my T-shirts, sweatpants, J.Crew sweaters, and cargo pants were stuffed away. With my last bits of energy and motivation, I ripped the blanket and bedspread off the bed and tossed my own pillow and comforter onto it. Then I threw myself face down on the bed, with no intention of ever getting up.

“You’re quick,” I heard Nurse Kathy say some minutes later.

I rolled over and looked up at her. Did she ever not smile?

Andy looked at me, the veins in his long, skinny neck popping. Aside from having to worry about my depression and leaving me at The Retreat, he also had to worry that I’d be rude or inappropriate to Kathy.

But I cope with my depression not by abusing others but by internally abusing myself. So, with a glance at Andy, who heaved a visible sigh, I followed Kathy out the door.

As we walked through a doorway into a room filled with desks and computers, I heard deep moans coming through open French doors at the other end of the room. It was impossible not to think of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.

“This is our computer room,” Kathy said, not acknowledging the morbid sounds. Then she led us through the open French doors. Lying on a black leather couch, covered with a blanket and clutching an ice pack to her forehead, was a hefty woman in her late twenties.

“Why can’t I go to my room?” the woman said.

“Because you’ll just get into bed and sleep,” Kathy said, standing over her. “It’ll be lunchtime soon, Marianne. You need to eat.”

Leading Andy and me back out of the room, Kathy said, “Marianne had ECT this morning.”

“ECT?” Andy repeated, eyes wide. He was clearly shocked to be meeting an ECT patient so soon.

I was too. Stumbling across Marianne so early in the tour was not a good omen.

We continued our tour of the facilities. Toward the end of it, Kathy identified the art therapy room and said, “That’s where the residents are now.”

One of my many fears about coming to The Retreat had been meeting the other nuts in this high-class nuthouse. Now that I was here, I wanted to see them and get a sense of who they were. I’ve never been one to put off the inevitable.

“Can I see it?” I asked.

Kathy opened the door and motioned us in. I took a few steps. In the center of the room, four long tables were pushed together, forming a large square. Covering the surface of the tables was an expanse of brown paper, a mural in the making. A rainbow stretched from end to end. Some patients—some residents—were standing, some were sitting. All held colored markers. And everyone looked happy.

Kathy introduced Andy and me.

“You all look so happy,” I heard myself say.

“Don’t worry,” said a brown-haired woman in her fifties from one of the tables. “We aren’t all so happy. And when I first got here, I looked as sad as you do, and I cried for three days straight.”

Kathy, through her relentless smile, said, “That’s very compassionate, Alison, for you to share your arrival experience with Anne.” Then she stepped forward to inspect the mural. “This is a very interesting poster. Very colorful and cheerful.”

She spoke to the residents like a kindergarten teacher.

Not a good sign, I thought.

At the end of the tour, Kathy left Andy and me in the dining room to await the others for lunch.

I was silent. What was there to say? In the past six days, in the rare times I had spoken, I’d said to Andy, “Why do you have to send me away? Why do you want to send me away?”

But I hadn’t really meant it. And I hadn’t put up a fight. As much I dreaded leaving my home, I dreaded even more being a burden—physical or mental—on Andy. As brain-dead as I had become, I still noted the tightness in Andy’s face and the popping veins in his neck every time he walked into a room and saw me. So, here in the dining room at The Retreat, with nothing left to do but accept my fate, I looked up at him and forced my lips into a smile.

During lunch, Marianne, the woman who’d wanted to go to her room after ECT, came shuffling in, wearing her bathrobe and slippers, and hoisted herself into the only empty seat, which happened to be next to me.

“Hi,” I said when she was situated. “I’m Anne. This is my husband, Andy. We saw you earlier in the living room.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. You were begging Kathy to let you go to your room?”

“I was?”

I didn’t think too much about Marianne not remembering me from the living room. I assumed she had been distracted by her discomfort. But I found it disconcerting that she didn’t remember wailing to Kathy about returning to her room.

I was sure I too was headed for ECT, so I hoped Marianne’s memory loss was the reason she was at The Retreat, rather than an ECT side effect. “You don’t remember?” I asked gently.

After a swig of 2 percent milk from a school-lunch-size carton, she said, “Since I started ECT my memory has gone to shit.”

I was already beginning to view Marianne’s story as my own. Terrified to hear the answer but unable to resist posing the question, I asked, “Why are you having ECT?”

“I suffer from depression. That’s why I came here. And nothing else was working.”

I slumped in my chair.

“Is it helping?” Andy asked.

She frowned. “Today was my sixth treatment, and as far as I can tell, the only thing it’s done is wipe out my memory.”

“That’s not true, Marianne,” said a man with a deep southern accent from a few seats down. “You’re much peppier now than you used to be. The ECT patient is always the last one to notice the difference. I had ECT the last time I was here.”

The last time he was here? He’d had friggin’ ECT and he was back again? I couldn’t help myself: “How many times have you been here?”

“Three.”

Horrified, I quickly deflected by turning back to Marianne and asking, “Where are you from?”

“Philly.”

“So am I,” I said, glad to be able to offer information about myself, as I had solicited so much already from her.

“Where in Philly?” Andy asked.

Marianne looked up from her plate, put down her carton of milk, and stared at Andy. For several long moments, she said nothing. I began to worry she was annoyed by all the questions.

Finally, she spoke: “You know, I don’t remember where I live.”

No one at the table said anything.

“And it really pisses me off,” she added.

“Don’t worry, Marianne,” the southern man said. “The memory loss really is temporary. It happened to me too, but after a few months almost everything came back. Not the stuff that happened while I was having the treatments, but everything else. And when you think about it, why would you want to remember getting electroconvulsive shock therapy?”

I grabbed the arms of my chair, fighting the urge to flee. “Does it hurt?”

“No, not when they do it,” Marianne said. “But afterward …” She swept a hand downward over her face and body. “Well, look at me.”

She was right. She was not a pretty sight. The bathrobe she was wearing over her pajamas was rumpled, her wavy black hair was knotted and gnarled, and she was slumped forward, keeping herself upright with the support of her elbows on the table.

I pushed my plate away. Andy pushed it back.

“Anne, you’ve got to eat,” he said. “You’re not going to feel any better if you’re starving.” He looked around the table and leaned closer. “Besides”—he lowered his voice—“how many people on the Main Line of Philadelphia can say, ‘Been there, done that’ about being a resident in a nuthouse? Think of the story this will make.” He gave me a prodding stare.

I stared back. “Andy, I’ll be lucky to leave this place remembering my own name.”

After lunch, Kathy led us to a balding mid-fifties man in a blue button-down shirt and yellow tie. With a twinkle in his eyes, Dr. Quaytman shook my hand and then Andy’s. His movements were quick and sharp. He had a sly, impish smile and an easy, irreverent manner. He reminded me of a pixie—like someone who wouldn’t follow the rules just for the sake of following them.

“Let’s go to my office,” he said. “It’s downstairs, outside The Retreat.”

Off we went. Silently. Nobody, thank goodness, made small talk. We walked out the locked door of the west wing, down a flight of stairs, past the still-bustling cafeteria, then down a long corridor with yellow walls and a blue carpet. From there we followed Dr. Quaytman into his office, and the three of us sat.

I studied the wall-to-wall bookcases, scanning them to see what I could learn about Dr. Quaytman. There were a lot of art books, a scattering of Greek drama books, and one called The Golden Cage. That one sounded like it could be about The Retreat.

“Andy wrote a textbook with Ben Bernanke,” I said, shamelessly name-dropping. I thought it would make good conversation and take the focus off me.

“Oh, really?” Dr. Quaytman said, looking toward Andy with interest.

He and Andy chatted for a few minutes about Bernanke and the state of the world economy. It was a familiar shtick for me, and I felt myself relaxing slightly as it went on.

This helped me to muster an answer when Dr. Quaytman asked me to tell him, in my “own words,” what had brought me to The Retreat. I told him about my long history of depression. I told him about the reprieve of the previous four months while I underwent treatment for lymphoma, and then about my recent inability to function.

“I need ECT, don’t I?” I asked, unprompted, at the end of my monologue.

“It’s a possibility,” Dr. Quaytman said softly.

“See?” I said to Andy. “I told you.”

“He said it’s a possibility,” Andy said quickly.

He wasn’t convincing anyone.

Two days later, at my first ECT appointment, I followed a Retreat nurse through a maze of corridors and into a waiting room with a television in the corner. The entire walk, all I could envision were bolts of lightning striking my head, passing from one temple to the other. How could the idea of volts of electricity shooting through your skull not be frightening?

After about a minute, a cheery nurse in dark blue scrubs called me in. I stood up and, somehow, walked toward her and through the door.

Inside, the ECT doctor asked me to lie down on the examining table. I was surprised not to have to change into a cheerfully patterned hospital gown but instead be allowed to climb onto the table in my cargo pants and T-shirt.

The doctor introduced the anesthesiologist to his right, and then Anita, the nurse, put an IV in my arm. I could feel my heart pounding against the wall of my chest and the vertebrae of my spine.

“Okay, I need to put this bite plate in your mouth,” Anita said, showing me a flat blue plastic device. “This is to prevent you from clamping down on your tongue.”

More visions of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest raced through my helpless mind.

“Now I’m going to put these on your forehead,” the doctor said, spreading some gel on both temples and holding up two round patches about two inches in diameter.

My entire body jittered with nervous energy. I was surprised the IV didn’t fall out of my arm. I envisioned pulling it out and bolting from the room.

“Okay, take three deep breaths and begin counting down from ten,” said the anesthesiologist, putting a plastic mask over my nose and mouth and pulling the rubber band around my head.

I was taught at an early age to do as I am told, with severe consequences if I did not. My parents were unrelenting in their demands, and I tried to accomplish every one of the tasks they set for me. I never stopped hoping that this accomplishment, that achievement, would be enough to convince them to love and accept me fully. Nothing I did mollified them. Nothing I did kept them from abusing me verbally and emotionally. But still I tried.

And now here I was lying on a table, hooked up to an electric current, doing exactly what the ECT doctor told me to do. Ten, I counted silently. I inhaled deeply. It worried me that I was still aware of everything around me. Nine … things were getting fuzzy. I felt my body loosen. Eight …

The next thing I knew, I was in a wheelchair being rolled back to The Retreat. I was famished. The only thing on my mind was finding something to eat.

“Can I walk?” I said to the nurse as soon as we passed through the locked Retreat door. “I’m fine.”

And I was! I really was. Unlike Marianne, my only residual effects of the ECT were hunger pangs.

I underwent sessions Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. By the second week, my energy level had rebounded, at least to the point where I was eager to get back to working out. Dr. Quaytman gave me permission to go to a nearby fitness center and exercise on non-ECT days.

Still, it was daunting to lie on a table and have a plastic mask strapped over my face. It was frightening to think in any detail about what was being done to my brain. It was terrifying to contemplate losing my memory. It might happen, I was told. It might not. It might happen after one treatment. After two. No one could say for sure.

I tried not to think about what it was that I was doing.

During treatment, small electric currents are passed through the brain to intentionally trigger a brief seizure. Anything over twenty seconds is good.

The way people at The Retreat spoke about their seizure lengths reminded me of those advertisements during baseball and football games for erectile dysfunction drugs. Tom, a fortyish Retreat resident, was practically an ECT stud. He regularly had seizures of ninety seconds, which meant he would need fewer than the standard eight to twelve treatments. My seizures only ran from twenty seconds to forty seconds, so I was slated for a total of nine treatments.

Six weeks and two days after dragging myself to The Retreat, I went home. When I walked into our kitchen, I thought about how bad I had felt the morning I walked out the door headed for The Retreat. I remembered dragging my feet as I followed Andy. I remembered hugging my pillow to my chest. I remembered looking at my three dogs for the last time until … until when, I didn’t know.

As much as I could remember the images of myself that morning, I absolutely could not conjure the desolate despair and remember how bad I had felt. And for that I was very grateful.

A year later, my depression returned. That is, after all, how recurrent depression works.

When it happened, I went back to Sheppard Pratt for another regimen of ECT. This regimen of ECT also successfully treated my depression without any side effects.
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IT HAD BEEN five years since my second stay at Sheppard Pratt. I was determined not to go back. So, even though I hate to travel, and I hate to be alone, as soon as I got home from CCP on the day I decided to quit, before even taking off my coat or saying hi to the dogs pouncing on me, I sat down at the kitchen table and googled “Australia Travel Agents.” I emailed the first five that popped up on my screen.

Then I called Andy.

“I quit,” I said.

“What?”

“I quit,” I repeated. “I walked out the door and that’s it. I’m never going back.”

There was silence. Andy knew how difficult the last five weeks had been for me. He also knew what can happen if I’m not working or engaged in something substantial.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m not going back to Sheppard Pratt. I’m going to Australia instead. In February, to see Bruce Springsteen’s 2014 High Hopes Tour.”

If he thought I was joking, he didn’t say so. In fact, he didn’t say anything at all.

“Do you want to go with me?” I asked. “To Australia?”

Andy was on sabbatical from his job as a finance professor at the Wharton School. If he wanted to, he could come.

“I know it’s been rough at CCP,” he said slowly. “I can see why you quit. And if you think going to Australia is what you want to do, you should do it. But I don’t want to go. I don’t like Bruce Springsteen and I don’t like the stadium seats. They aren’t good for my back.”

What could I say? The man had had back surgery two years earlier.

I’d be going to Australia alone.

The next morning, I got a call from one of the travel agents.

“All I want to do in Australia,” I told her, improvising my plans as I spoke, “is go to eight Bruce Springsteen concerts, work out, and write. All I care about is having access to good health clubs and having as few hassles as possible. I’d like you to arrange everything: my flights and my transportation from airports to hotels, as well as to and from concerts.”

The fact that working out was on my Australia to-do list didn’t surprise me. Exercise had become my one reliable relief from my spiraling moods.

However, I was taken aback to hear myself say that I wanted to write in Australia. I had given up on that pursuit. Whenever I tried to write, I heard a derisive voice in my head—usually my mother’s. And for years, teaching had been enough to distract me from the desire to write. But driving back from CCP on the day I decided to quit, my instinct to survive had ramped itself up into a full-force operation. My will to live had pumped itself
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