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			For my husband, Andrew,

			who has given so much of his heart and life to helping me see the world rightly.

		

	
		
			
				This is the required pain and suffering. This is only for starters.

				—Lorrie Moore

				With rare exceptions, the spiritual life comes into being in an event that is called “conversion.” Its precise content is of little importance. It is a remarkable event, a shock followed by a sharply defined passage from one state to another.

				—Paul Evdokimov

				Let me fall if I must fall. The one I am becoming will catch me.

				—Baal Shem Tov

			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Dear Reader

			This book began coming to life about five years ago, when I finally got sick and tired of being sick and tired with the world. I didn’t want to become bitter, yet that was how I felt. How could I have spent so many years trying to do things right only to still feel wrong? Even as I recognized good things around me—meaningful relationships and work I loved—I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was checking boxes someone else had drawn. Everything about how I lived came into question. As threads unraveled, I began to see I had built my worldview on what I took to be truth from sources offering anything but.

			Sometimes I refer to that unraveling as a spiritual midlife crisis, though that makes it sound a lot tidier than it actually was. What came from this time changed me wholly, and each of the stories you’ll find in this book was forged from the questions I was asking myself throughout. This is not a memoir, yet it’s also difficult for me to call it fiction. The vignettes follow a woman from her earliest days as she learns to navigate what comes her way as best she can: The feelings she experiences. The lessons she is forced into. The good intentions that go south. The search for purpose that blinds her with its self-focused intensity, but she sticks with it because it’s all she’s ever known. This is truth as thoroughly as I know it, from me to you.

			Of course we know we are not a one-size- or story-fits-all people, thankfully. I’m not pretending I could ever create a book like this that would be representative for all. In a time when so many people push advice and answers, my aim was the opposite. I wanted stories born of imagination—because inside looser, dreamed-up spaces is where I find connections that mark me deepest—and I wanted questions. If I could, I’d be the friend sitting across the picnic blanket from you, asking why, then giving you space to think and answer. Then, after a time, I’d ask why again.

			Why do we seek? Why has the world convinced us that a better version of ourselves is waiting to be found? Why should we think anything “out there” is better than the spirit we have, lying in wait, in our own heart?

			Your answers won’t be the same as mine; it’s how we were made to be. Yet, if you will accept the invitation, we can parallel-path the discovery. Even with what can be wild differences, I believe in divine love at our core that, no matter how far away we get, will always be calling us home.

			They will tell you that’s wrong. They will tell you to hurry up and get back on track and not be distracted by soft notions of the heart. But they are wrong: Every day is a chance for a great unraveling.

			Even in complicated times, as we commit to look more carefully at the world around us, there can be ease. The great rebellion of choosing peace and joy as we find our way can be ours.

			Anna Mitchael

		

	
		
			Section One

			Growing Up
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			Light

			They will tell you that you are finally born. This is light. This is air. This is your mother. You know her, but you don’t know this side of her. You think, If you could just get closer. If you could press up against all of her. If you could wrap yourself up inside her again, then you would be back to really knowing her. Like it was just two minutes ago. Five minutes ago, now. Seven minutes. Ten. That knowing was bigger and deeper. The light there was different. Not so bright, but it was lit—you were lit, from inside. No one will tell you that your whole life you will meet people who are looking for that light. How these people will climb mountains, jump out of planes, suck down tequila, fall in love, destroy love, drive across countries, fly across continents, pop pills, tell stories, watch stories, read stories, write stories, fold pages of stories into bottles and send the bottles downstream because they are searching for it. They figure you have plenty of time in front of you and you’ll figure it out. Whether you join the people or not will be up to you.
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			Gold Rush

			They will tell you this is a breast, and whoa, mama, that’s nice. A breast is your new favorite thing. It’s so nice and comforting that you can hardly stay awake—even when you try your hardest, you end up a drooly, happy mess. And when the nurses come and pull you away, all you can think is, But there’s liquid gold coming out. And all you can do is cry. So they wrap you tighter in your blanket. They make sure your hat is positioned correctly on your head. Later, much later, there will come a day when you are standing on a street in the middle of a very cold city and you will remember this feeling of being pulled away from a breast you love. The breast is an evening that has come to an end. The breast is a job that your whole life was stacked on, like a tower of dominoes. The breast is the warm, comforting laugh of someone you once thought you would spend the rest of your life with. You will wrap the jacket tighter around your body, and you will straighten the hat on your head. You will push on to the next moment, wondering if that’s the last taste you’ll ever get of liquid gold.

		

	
		
			Never Enough

			They will show you over and over again how to crawl. You will watch them move on hands and knees across your bedroom and the living room. You will try to move your arms and your legs just like they do, but you will find it’s much harder than it looks—until one day it just happens. After you push your chest off the floor, one arm moves forward, then the other. One leg scooches forward, then the other. And oh, they will cheer when they see you going. But then, instead of picking you up or giving you one of those chocolate cookies you like so much—the ones with cream filling—they will place a toy just out of your reach. They will ask, “Now, can you get here?” You will look around, amazed. Didn’t they see that you just did the thing they’ve been wanting you to do for so long? On their faces you will see the first thing has been forgotten; they want you to do this new thing now. And so one arm, one leg, then the other arm and the other leg, you will scooch forward until you reach the toy. And oh, they will cheer again. But then, again, they will put another object just outside your reach…

		

	
		
			If Only

			They will tell you not to eat the berries off the trees. And so instead, you will feed them to your dog. The two of you will run circles around each other in the backyard. Here is a circle around the swing set. Here is a circle around your father’s grill. Here is a circle around the small circle of fresh dog throw-up. The circles make you feel light-headed and free. Sunshine and blue skies. No one watching over you or telling you to be careful. If only you could spend your whole life running in circles, then wouldn’t you feel free?
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			After Midnight

			They will tell you that knives are too sharp to touch. Sofas aren’t for standing. Beds aren’t for jumping. Food goes in your mouth, not on your face, or on the floor, or on the wall. We do not bite people. We do not yell in people’s faces. We do not throw cups at people, even when we are really, really mad. It will be your decision to go along with these rules—or not. Some children do. Some children don’t. Some children stand on the playground, wagging their finger back and forth, telling everybody else what they can and can’t do, foreshadowing the adults they will grow up to be. Some children lie in bed long after dark, when everyone else in the house is sleeping, and imagine what it would be like to venture into the kitchen, take the peanut butter from the pantry, pull a knife out of the drawer, and make their own sandwich. Some children don’t. But the ones who will walk tightropes when they grow up do.

		

	
		
			Explanations

			They will give you devices that teach the alphabet with a song. Other songs will explain what it means to be a friend. Recycling, not stealing, sharing your toys—check, check, check. Every time you look at the screen, you’ll find knowledge about how the world works, wrapped up in chords. When you see the big tree in your yard, you will wonder what song might tell how it grows. When you’re eating cereal, you will remember the song that said how milk comes from the cow. The adults don’t worry when you watch—after all, you are learning. But you have also learned that when your parents go to their screens, they are very quiet. When you lie in the grass with the cool dirt pressing against your back, you will think of the things you’ve noticed about flowers, things that aren’t in a song. Perhaps if you made a new melody that explained it all, and taught it to your parents, the two of them might sing again.

		

	
		
			On Learning

			They will tell you the backpack goes on your back. Your lunch box goes in your backpack. Your sandwich goes in the lunch box. The backpack goes in the cubby. Your jacket goes on top of the backpack. Your hand goes in the air. Your name goes on the board. Your name comes off the board. Your hands stay in your lap. Your jacket goes on your back. Your backpack goes on your back. Your hand goes in your mother’s hand. Your jacket goes in your bedroom closet. Your backpack goes on the hook in the laundry room. Then you stand in the kitchen, watching your mother. Her hands slide into the oven mitts. Her oven mitts go into the oven to pull out a casserole. Her oven mitts come off. Her eyes go from the recipe to her watch and back to her recipe. Her arms reach to a high cabinet to start pulling down plates and glasses. “So,” she says, smiling at you as she pulls forks and knives from the silverware drawer. “What did you learn today?” You will think about this, then answer, “Not much.” And you will think you are telling the truth.
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