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Confined to bed by spinal fractures, Frida Kahlo paints while lying down.

Frida Kahlo & Diego Rivera Archives. Bank of Mexico, Fiduciary in the Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo Museum Trust. Used by permission.







Epigraph

To train myself to find, in the midst of hell what isn’t hell.

—KATIE FARRIS, “WHY WRITE LOVE POETRY IN A BURNING WORLD”
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Foreword

I wake in the dark, crawling backward out of bed, left foot on the floor, then numb right foot. Bending over is excruciating, so with my grabber, the gadget used to pick up trash from the ground, I lift clothes from an open drawer. I can’t bend over to put on my jeans, and getting them off is painful so my new uniform is a long shapeless cotton dress. I take my place in the kitchen alcove where I’ve set up a makeshift desk on the counter with the beloved objects of my trade: notebooks, pens, my phone and headphones, laptop. The cabinets over my head and the proximity to the wall soothe me. I am a wounded rabbit calmed by the cover of a raspberry bramble.

How did I get here?—having to stand all day, hopped up on extra-strength Tylenol. If I sit or lie down for even a few moments, the pain when I get back up is excruciating. I am like stagnant standing water unable to flow. Months before, the disc between L5 and S1 in my lumbar spine burst, the gelatinous core herniating out, pinning down the nerve root, and driving pain down my right hip and into my leg. Time seemed suspended. I could neither incorporate and accept my pain nor cease to suffer from it. It wasn’t only the pain, but the brokenness. I often imagined my body as a marionette’s, strings attached to foot, hip, and shoulder. But in my case the cord was severed, so my hip and leg dangled down from the rest. My struggle was mundane, but also epic; I fought against a dark force that was trying to snuff out my light.

* * *

Pain occurs in the bones, muscles, and tissue but also in the brain. It is a corporal experience but also a spiritual one that points to the body’s possible calamities, its mysteries, and most of all, its darkness. Pain receptors, or nociceptive neurons, are free nerve endings located all over the body. They fire individually but feel like a united force. “The figure or shape of the sensation,” writes theology professor Ariel Glucklich in his book Sacred Pain, “does not assemble itself out of separate nociceptive units, but feels whole, even when it is experienced as motion, in shooting pain or the spread of migraine aura.”

Scientists have speculated that the sensation of pain rose with the development of consciousness. Japanese neuroscientist Yuji Ikegaya claims that negative emotions like pain form the very foundation of the brain. “To prolong life,” he said in a 2012 interview, “I think it must have been useful in the process of natural selection to flee from things that were dangerous rather than to seek pleasure.” I don’t know about you, but my brain is a junkie for pain. Even in relatively tranquil periods, I feel my mind moving away from pleasant or neutral thoughts and seeking out conflicted and painful ones, ruminating on an old heartache, searching online for causes of an aching shoulder or twinge in my wrist, and seeking out stories of the suffering of others.

Pain may be the oldest medical problem, but only recently have scientists unlocked pain’s circuitry. When a part of the body is injured or sick, nerve fibers signal to glia cells located in the spine. The glia cells communicate with neurons, and cell by cell the pain message is sent up the spinal cord to the cerebral cortex, much like people passing buckets in a fire brigade. Scientists used to believe that every part of the body had its own pain center in the brain, but recent research has shown that multiple regions are activated in response to painful stimuli. The fire ranges over spots connected to body parts but also networks involved in emotion, cognition, memory, and decision-making. Pain levels vary from person to person and episode to episode. “It is of course a complete myth,” neurophysiologist Patrick Wall writes in his book Pain, “that a standard cause produces a standard pain.” My pain is an amalgamation of not only the physical, an impacted nerve root, but also my memories of earlier periods of suffering and my fears about what the future might hold for a damaged body like mine.

* * *

During menopause, the hot flashes, sleeplessness, and disorientation I felt made me want to find a philosophy that could hold my suffering. I came to realize that menopause was not a disease but a natural process, one that needed to be recontextualized rather than shut down. But I have not been able to accept my back pain as an organic part of my body. It feels like a separate force with an independent life. I am not able to normalize or even to understand it. But I want to try. What, if anything, does pain mean?

I walk a tightrope between raging against my pain and trying to search for any scraps of meaning that might be left in its wreckage, and this is what a whole earth of sufferers is experiencing. Pain, like an extreme version of modern secular life, forces me to exist without foundation or certainty. Does pain educate? Is pain always a physical experience of negation? What can we learn from wounding, from winnowing, from the stillness, the de-creation that intense pain brings? Does pain obliterate me but also somehow re-create me? Is it possible to be created a second time? The pain of my birth brought me into life. Now pain transforms me again, changing my values, my empathy, my idea of the world around me, even the depth and intensity of my ability to love.

In my worst pockets of suffering, I felt a malevolent force. I was, on the one hand, standing at my kitchen counter, an ice pack strapped to my back, trying to write in my journal, but inside, in that expanse where myth is enacted, I battled with a creature covered with sharp spikes. I am not unique. One woman I interviewed in a chronic-pain group imagined her pain as “an ugly black sea creature.” A teenage girl saw “a long snake with scales and fangs.” When asked if she was or was not the snake, she said, “I am the snake.”

My back pain isolated me, but it also opened a wormhole into other kinds of suffering—heartbreak, childbirth, my mother’s depression, her breast cancer, my heart disease, and my father’s prostate cancer. It also helped me reach out to others who suffer from back pain, knee pain, heart attacks, breast cancer, skin conditions, and migraines. Sufferers who, like me, were pushed into a duality, estranged from their former lives but not yet able to access a new one.

In writing about my own pain, I hoped to place myself in communion with sufferers, both the people I interviewed and the readers of these pages, and even the greater humanity of which I am a member. Exploring my own pain, body part by body part, opened me and made it possible for me to seek out and listen to the pain of others. My interviews with sufferers, on Zoom or in person, often had a unique and even holy atmosphere. After they were over, I would turn off my computer and sit quietly at my desk, absorbing how the intimacy of the conversation, bearing witness to the struggles of another’s body, had affected my own.

* * *

Given the force of pain, we humans are driven to find significance in it; just as ancient people read meaning in eclipses and hailstorms, they also created a god who administered suffering. Poine, the Greek goddess of vengeance, punished mortal fools who angered the deities. Our word pain comes from her. Early Christians believed pain was God’s punishment for sin. During the time of the witch hunts, one’s aches could be attributed to spells cast by unhappy older ladies. These ideas also gave a clear trajectory for pain’s meaning and possible cure. Some felt suffering was a trial, a test that helped humans move from the material world toward the spiritual one. Now, in our secular culture, we consider pain a horror without any intrinsic value, something to be eliminated.

Pain threw me into a liminal space; it was ghastly, but at times, I also felt closer to the mystery inside myself—sensations a pain-free me would not have been able to fathom.

In many ways I am a secular creature, finding spiritual truths in art, novels, yoga, and swimming in rivers, lakes, and oceans. But I also come from a religious family: My father was a Lutheran minister, two of his three wives were ministers, my grandfather was a minister, and many of my uncles became ministers as well. Growing up, I was in church nearly every day, whether attending services, visiting my father in his office, or playing illicitly on the dark altar. The theological ideas I absorbed then and continue to work out—love, sin, redemption, transfiguration—are part of how I tried to understand pain; they are just as much a part of me as the organs that animate my body.

I recently saw a woman on the subway with a pink T-shirt that read Pain Changes People. Can we say that transformation is meaningful, even if the pain itself is not? I struggle with the idea that my pain is arbitrary. I wrote this book to try to understand the hardest period of my life, a time when I sometimes did not want to live. I wonder whether our modern, secular idea of pain’s diminished value, its worthlessness, might make pain harder to bear. Although I don’t consider my pain sacred, the stillness it engenders may be. Pain made me realize I was less a creature with a reliable inner identity than a penetrable ecosystem.

In the throes of my back pain, as the day wore on, I’d move from the kitchen counter to the back window that looked out into the yard. I’d stand there for hours, an attention that would have been impossible in my pain-free days. In late afternoon, a flutter of sparrows spread out to forage, pecking seeds on the ground or pulling berries from a bush. I have always loved sparrows, their ordinariness, their busyness, their grace. As the sun set, its beams moved through the leaves, turning each a slightly different shade of green. One by one, the birds eventually flew back to the magnolia. I no longer saw their small bodies, but I stood until last light, listening to their song.






One

Spine

Every part of the body is doomed to decay, but the spine begins the earliest. At age twenty-three, everyone’s spine starts to deteriorate, and by my age of sixty, most people will have experienced back pain. Maybe because our skeletons can exist long after our deaths, unlike our organs or soft tissue, I have often thought of my vertebrae as bits of driftwood. Once, as a teenager, I stood next to a friend who had broken her leg skiing; we were waiting for the doctor to put on her cast. The bone that stuck out from the skin of her ankle looked like a nub of raw wood. As if a tree were growing inside her, straining to get out.

Our first bones were not vertebrae but teeth. Teeth were a key factor in our getting out of the water and up onto land. Some species of ancient fish were as long as seven feet, had heads the size of basketballs, and had rows of teeth as big as railroad spikes. This encouraged our smaller, milder relatives, either a fish called Tiktaalik or one much like it, to want to get out of the water to escape danger. Wrists developed over eons to help creatures push themselves up onto the muddy banks. Hard interlocked spinal discs evolved to support a body’s weight against gravity.

When I was a child, I used to wonder, as I wondered about the mystery of the Bermuda Triangle and the Loch Ness Monster, why the earliest creatures crawled out of the womblike sea. I assumed they wanted more freedom, more autonomy—to eventually evolve into beings that write poetry, eat ice cream, and vote. Now I understand that all they wanted was to stay alive.

Once out of the water, without buoyancy, our first terrestrial ancestors began in earnest to develop spines. Ichthyosaurus, an ancestor that looked like an alligator made of Silly Putty, moved freely between land and water. The gravitational load weighing on the animal’s back slowly began the development toward our current spines, of sturdy fused vertebrae with high bone density.

The backbone is a fossil remnant inside our body. In Thomas Moynihan’s book Spinal Catastrophism: A Secret History, which Moynihan dedicates to his scoliosis, he writes about the spine as an early attempt to outrun ourselves: “A spine is the axial marker of nature’s first attempt at dissimilation through simulation.” In other words, as we evolved, our bodies broke down our animal skeletons in order to create the spine, which would eventually allow us to stand. The spine, for Moynihan, is “a ledger of traumatisms.” It is one of the many ways our body records the cost of evolution. Our longing to stand, our axon fasciculations—where bits of nerve cells bundle together as the nervous system develops—is what created, over time, our vulnerable spines. As Moynihan writes, “The conglomerating backbone and its axon fasciculations become legible to us as the legacy trace of the influx of time into the organism’s being.”
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The human spine.
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Most scientists believe that as early humans we moved from four to two legs so our hands would be free to gather food and throw stones at our enemies, but Moynihan has a different, more romantic explanation. He speculates that early humans, long before developing orienting devices, stood so their heads would be closer to the stars. “From here, they can locate themselves,” writes Moynihan, “upon the planet by measuring the angle between the celestial pole (the point around which the stars appear to rotate) and the zenith of their vertebral axis (the point at which the extended line of the spine pierces outer space).”

The philosopher Immanuel Kant even believed that our species’ dominance came from this heads-up, spine-straight position. “Which means,” writes Moynihan, “that our ascendancy as top creature is directly related to our susceptibility to back pain.”

The nineteenth-century Italian poet Giacomo Leopardi is known for two things: the pain of his humpback and his understanding of “the internal and immutable revolution of the stars.” Born in 1798, the poet suffered from scoliosis, a curvature of the spine that caused him anguish, made worse by sitting at a desk all day: “My daily and incurable physical suffering have, at length, reached such a pitch that further they cannot go.” Pain made Leopardi long for the stars of his childhood home in Recanati, Italy. “Glimmering stars of the Great Bear / I never thought I’d be back to see you / Shining down on my father’s garden.” The stars are a metaphor for mystery, both unknowable and familiar. They consoled him and offered companionship in his pain. “When I look at the stars blazing in the sky . . . I say to myself: what are these sparks, this intimate air, this deep intimate clarity?”

It’s hard to know whether other animals, birds, kangaroos, and chimpanzees were also pulled from four feet to two by the charisma of the stars. These creatures devised strategies to support upward orientation. Tails helped some deal with the new load on their spines. But no perfect method has yet developed to battle the forces of gravity. Four-legged animals sag—think of the bowed backs of sheep and horses—and human spines compact. This compression, particularly in the lumbar region, brings about back problems like mine.

I used to think swimming, which I do several times a week, was essential to keep my spine healthy, but now I wonder whether I’m instead relieved, while in the water, to be back inside the element my body was originally designed for. I am not meant to fight gravity, to sit at a desk for hours. I am an ad hoc, jerry-rigged creature, one who carries with me, like all of us, every creature I have ever been. During my time in the water, no gravitational load presses down on my spine. I forgo “axial rigidity” for “hydraulic flow.”

* * *

Pain is a kind of failure. The queer philosopher Jack Halberstam has written that failure is a “hidden history of permission in a culture of optimism.” Failure allows the truth to come out, and pain, like failure, lets us be honest about our vulnerable bodies, our fears, our struggles, and our grief. Pain, like failure, breaks into our everyday lives and upsets who we thought we were and what we thought we could do. Failure is an unraveling process that can offer a different relationship to knowledge. Both pain and failure begin with a moment of rupture, a rupture that begins the story, a narrative that is often told orally in the same way stories of birth, surgery, illness, and addiction are repeated again and again.

The onset of my pain was not actionable; that is, it did not result from a car crash, fall, or work injury—the kind of pain that occurs on assembly lines or in warehouses or even on movie and television sets. One of my students, a young artist named Neil Flowers, worked as a production assistant on television shows. The onset of his pain was specific. One day, from a raised truck, someone passed him a monitor that weighed two hundred pounds. His spine compressed and was damaged immediately. Neil can’t sit for longer than twenty minutes. In my class, he either stood or knelt at our conference table, his face pale and ridged. He told me that after his injury, the hardest thing was dealing with the clock: “I could no longer move along with normal time.” He made the decision to become an artist in part because it was one of the few jobs he felt he could do. His art is enlivened by his pain. A recent work shows identical images of him doing physical therapy exercises—shoulder retraction—on top of a desk in an empty office. The artwork, titled Exercise to Improve Workplace Productivity, questions what sort of productivity is possible in a broken body.

Unlike Neil’s, my moment of rupture was intimate. I was lying on my comforter in my attic bedroom in Brooklyn. It was dark out the window, just a streetlight reflecting in the windshield of a parked car below. Next to my bed, a small lamp threw a wobbly oval of gold up onto the slanted ceiling. My husband had come up to lie beside me on the bed to talk, and I was scooting over to make space for him when I felt a muffled snap, like a wet branch breaking.

Odd that I injured my back not by falling, but in bed, a place I associate more with pleasure than with pain. But my pain is also a kind of passion, one that can be quieted somewhat by memories of bliss. I used to think that the afternoons I spent when I was young in bed having sex, while fun, were mostly a waste of time. Now I realize I was laying up ecstatic sensations for later. These reserves can’t block out pain, but they help to remind me that my body has many capabilities. “Pain,” wrote Mexican artist Frida Kahlo, “does not chase out pleasure.”

* * *

Kahlo, who is as recognizable as the Virgin Mary, is known as much for her art as for the story of her pain. A bus crash when she was eighteen bounced Kahlo’s body forward and a handrail pierced her abdomen, “the way a sword pierces a bull.” A ceremonial knife slicing into a sacrificial animal. The scene was surreal; time was “deaf, slow and dreadful.” The handrail severed Kahlo’s clothes, and a satchel of gold dust carried by a housepainter burst, covering her body. Her friend carried Kahlo’s glittery bloody body to a billiard table in a nearby shop window. All she could think about was her frilly umbrella, now lost in the wreckage.

Kahlo’s spinal column was cracked in three places; she shattered her collarbone and three ribs. Her right leg was fractured and her pelvis was broken. She spent three months in the hospital and eight months home in bed. “Death dances around my bed at night,” she wrote to a friend during this time. “At ten o’clock I was screaming until six . . . until they gave me cocaine and this is what made the pain go away.” She called death “la tía de las muchachas,” the aunt of the girls.

In this new reality, time moved sluggishly. There were elongated periods of screaming. Death showed up as the monstrous aunt of terrified little children. This world, as nightmarish as it is, is also liminal, containing eerie metaphysical information. “It’s as if I had learned everything at the same time,” Kahlo wrote in a letter, “in a matter of seconds.” It’s like the hallucinatory sequence in a horror movie, both slow and fast, that pretends to be about terror but is in actuality mimicking the perception of intense pain.

Pain is claustrophobic, not only because we are trapped in our damaged bodies, but also because our spiritual ideas are shaken, possibly even obliterated. “I know now that nothing lies behind,” Kahlo wrote on her realization that there was nothing beyond our material world. “If there was something, I would have seen it.”

Kahlo does not mention God in any of her letters, journals, or interviews. Besides art, she had a variety of strategies to live with her pain. After a later surgery, she wrote, “At least the baldy didn’t get me,” mocking the death skull. Each morning, when at home, she said “Hola, Mama” to the papier-mâché skeleton she kept beside her bed. Her friend Bertram Wolfe remarked that Kahlo had the richest vocabulary of obscenities of any women he had ever met. She called stuck-up people “Grande Cacas,” big shits. In letters, she even made up swear words in English, like fuc-bulous, a combination of fuckery and fabulous. And she could be bawdy—when her nephew showed her a scapular of the Virgin Mary that a nun had given him, Kahlo told him, “Go tell that little nun to screw her mother but not you.”

Vulgarity itself is a form of pain relief. A recent study showed that volunteers who swore as they held their hands in ice water had higher adrenaline-producing heart rates and less pain than those who made up swear words like twispin and fouch. Swearing, writes Richard Stephens, senior lecturer in psychology at Keele University in England, “brings on emotional responses that produce natural analgesic, a pain reliever.” He goes on to point out that the final words of pilots killed in air crashes captured on black box recorders almost always feature swearing. “This emphasizes a crucial point,” Stephens writes, “that swearing must be important, given its prominence in matters of life and death.”

“Frida,” one friend remarked, “lived dying.” After Kahlo’s accident, her mother suspended a mirror on the underside of the top of her canopy bed so she could use herself as a model for her painting. Before the accident, she had hoped to be a doctor, but as with my student Neil, the onset of pain forced her to change her path. Kahlo’s first self-portrait was painted in 1926, and she continued to paint herself in every phase of her life. These works featured not only Kahlo’s face and upper torso, but also all manner of props: monkeys, parrots, butterflies, clocks, flowers, shells, bloody thorns, and white lace. In one painting, a skull and crossbones sits inside her head, death located just above her famous unibrow.

Many art critics claim that Kahlo’s self-portraits depict the artist as she wanted to be—beautiful, elegant, without pain. To them I ask, Have you looked closely at her eyes? Eyes that are distant with pain, as in Self-Portrait with Necklace, eyes that are bright with trauma, as in Self-Portrait with Monkey, eyes defeated by pain, as in Self-Portrait with Loose Hair. “The only good thing,” Kahlo wrote after one of her many operations, “is that I am getting used to suffering.”

Kahlo’s work is influenced by Mexican folk ex-votos, small paintings on tin that depict the suffering of saints as well as laypeople. An ex-voto evokes what happened in reality but also the supernatural intervention behind the event. A house falls on a family but kills no one. Soldiers come into a house and start firing, but the family successfully hides under a bed. A man on an unbroken mule falls off a cliff but does not die. A sick little girl nearly loses her eyes, but because God intervenes, her vision is saved.

Kahlo’s body, in many of her paintings, is in bloody disarray, but unlike an ex-voto, no easy supernatural salvation is available. She lies on a blood-soaked mattress; thorns bite into her neck, producing drops of blood; her heart, cut out of her chest, stains her white skirt; she lies on a gurney, two red wounds carved into her lower back. In a late painting, Kahlo sits in a wheelchair before an easel. Her heart is the palette; and her blood, the paint. These works hold on to the mystical energy of the ex-voto but also question why we have to suffer. Kahlo’s damaged body confronts the viewer, making clear that miracles, in our rational world, are not available.

I’ve always assumed Christianity was responsible for the idea that we should be grateful for, and quiet about, our suffering. But long before the beginning of Christianity, around 300 BCE, Stoics insisted that we suffer in silence. In her book The History of Pain, Roselyne Rey explains how early Stoic philosophers, while making it clear that pain was not evil, also encouraged devotees to bear their pain impassively. They were the first to argue that we could separate the sensation of pain from our emotional response to it. It was because of them and their highly deliberate system of denial, invented to preserve individual liberty and protect a person’s autonomy, that the idea of silence around pain became common.

“Suppose for a moment,” writes Anne Boyer in her book The Undying, “the claims about pain’s ineffability are historically specific and ideological, that pain is widely declared inarticulate for the reasons that we are not supposed to share a language for how we really feel.”

Kahlo’s work, which André Breton described as “a ribbon around a bomb,” is a direct assault on this silence. In paintings like The Broken Column, she places her broken body at the center. Her body is split in two, and a cracked column along with a corset made of leather braces holds her up. Her pain, like St. Sebastian’s, is personified by dozens of nails digging into her flesh. Tears flow out of her eyes. Kahlo is nude, but her body is not erotic, the typical way we’ve been trained to see female nakedness. She breaks the objectifying gaze, splinters it with her depiction of suffering so that her own spiritual struggle can pour out.

What can be learned from this struggle? What are the things Kahlo had faith in, that gave her some relief? The drive to make art, to express our unique suffering, to reach truth and beauty by daily labor, by ritual, is an affirmation of life; it is a form of faith. Or as Emily Rapp Black writes in her book about Kahlo, “Pain became somewhat silenced by the act of creation.” So Kahlo turned to art-making. Also, revolution. Kahlo considered revolution both a natural reality and a hoped-for utopia. During a later stay in the hospital, she insisted visitors sign a letter she had pinned to the wall in support of the Stockholm Peace Conference. In her journal, she affirmed her commitment to the struggle: “I have to fight with all my strength to contribute the few positive things my health allows me to the revolution. The only true reason













































Praise for This Is the Door

“Part philosophical meditation, part personal history, This Is the Door is a riveting exploration of what it means to be a body in and out of pain. In this eloquent and wide-ranging book, Steinke illuminates the darkest, most private corners of human experience with enormous generosity and grace.”

—Jenny Offill, New York Times bestselling author of Weather

“Full of wisdom both ancient and cutting edge, Darcey Steinke’s glorious This Is the Door is part lyrical memoir, part fascinating research project, and wholly comforting for anyone grappling with questions of what it means to suffer and to love.”

—Ada Calhoun, New York Times bestselling author of Why We Can’t Sleep and Also a Poet

“Nobody but Darcey Steinke could have written This Is the Door—a profoundly passionate love letter to the body in pain. She meditates on how we get transformed—or even enraptured—by suffering, on the medical, spiritual, and artistic levels . . . with all her raw candor and graceful wit, searching for ways pain can become a kind of revelation.”

—Rob Sheffield, New York Times bestselling author of Love Is a Mix Tape

“This Is the Door leads us on a sacred journey. It is a book about pain and the body and all the stuff we necessarily call ‘holy.’ It is beautiful, and thoughtful, and learned, and funny. It is inspired. Read it, and find yourself in its rare and manifest waters.”

—Scott Cheshire, author of High as the Horses’ Bridles

“‘Suffering separates you from the world you knew and pushes you into a limbo between what was and what might be. Prayer and meditation are attempts to make a space inside the claustrophobia of suffering, to cut the cut.’ Those words from This Is the Door are as wise as any I’ve read lately, and this svelte work is full to bursting with such wisdom.”

—Paul Elie, author of The Last Supper

“This Is the Door is a thrilling examen of the body in pain. Like Simone Weil, Darcey Steinke writes from the places where pain becomes perception. But where Weil taught the purity of suffering, Steinke attends to the body’s graces, restoring its lost companions of gentleness, self-care, and pleasure.”

—Charles Marsh, author of Strange Glory

“It’s a blessing to live while Darcey Steinke is writing, as This Is the Door makes abundantly clear. Our era may be replete with testimony—and scientific inquiry—into the nature of pain, but no book has yet appeared on the subject with the same spiritual curiosity, lightly worn erudition, and tender fellow-feeling as Darcey Steinke’s This Is the Door. Kurt Cobain, Audre Lorde, Nietzsche, Simone Weil, the author’s father—all are here, along with many more, in a tapestry that makes the reader feel less alone in embodied life, here rendered as both excruciating and holy.”

—Maggie Nelson, bestselling author of Bluets and The Argonauts

“This Is the Door is a work of piercing grace, philosophical wisdom, and rare emotional power. By tracing the history of her own body and spirit, as well as studying the suffering of others, Steinke shows us how physical pain and spiritual faith inform and influence each other. This is a work of art that could only have emerged from the crucible of truth. It’s absolutely beautiful.”

—Elizabeth Gilbert, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Eat, Pray, Love and All the Way to the River

“A riveting, roving, deeply humane tour through the body’s capacity for pain—essential reading for anyone who has known the loneliness (and sometimes ecstasy) of suffering, and wishes to meet the ancient and astute lineages to which they belong.”

—Melissa Febos, bestselling author of Girlhood and The Dry Season

“How to articulate the experience of reading a book that so completely altered—even saved—my relationship to my body and to a lifetime of severe pain? Steinke’s revelatory, lucid prose illuminates the paths others have found through life’s darkest landscapes—grief and heartbreak, pain and suffering, dying and death—leading the reader to find their own way to the other side.”

—Emma Bolden, author of The Tiger and the Cage
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