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PrefaCe

I entered the hospital room where my mother was being treat-

ed for pneumonia and dehydration—side effects of the ag-

gressive doses of chemotherapy and radiation she was enduring 

to squelch the stage IV lung cancer that had been found two 

months earlier. She was just sixty-seven years old. I was the self-

appointed quarterback of her care team and made it my priority 

to be physically and emotionally present for her every day of the 

six precious months between her diagnosis and her death. 

Back in the hospital room, before I could even ask how 

she was feeling, Mom propped herself up on her pillow, looked 

straight into my eyes, and said, “Well, honey, now you can write 

your book.”

I was stunned. Though Mom knew of my long-buried dream 

of writing a book one day, she also knew the dream was tamped 

down tightly by paralyzing fears and doubts that I had anything 

worthwhile to say. I couldn’t recall the last time we had discussed it. 

“What would my book be about, Mom?” I asked, genuinely 

curious. 

“How to help your mother die.”
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n

Well, I wrote a book. But it’s not about helping my mother die. 

It’s about helping myself live. It’s about how losing my best 

friend, the person whose voice I trusted most in this world, 

called me forth to befriend myself and claim my own voice in 

deep, unprecedented, and vital ways. And it’s about learning to 

exchange a fantasy life, fueled by a stark fear of intimacy, for a 

real life fueled by the vulnerability and messiness of real love.

I was forty-five years old. I had a three-years-new mar-

riage to a handsome, charming, kind-hearted man with two 

wonderful children whom I was privileged to help raise. I had 

a vibrant career as a leadership and life coach. I had my mom 

and dad living close by—accomplished and wonderful people 

I cherished, respected, and in many ways idolized. Aside from 

the chaos our new puppy caused, my life looked quite stable 

and very good. I told myself I was blessed despite nagging feel-

ings to the contrary. 

Then grief blew up the glimmering patina of the perfect life 

that I had cultivated. It brought me to a frightening, uncomfort-

able, and unfamiliar world where I had no sense of direction or 

compass to tell me where to go next. Finding my way through this 

unfamiliar terrain required wrestling and reconciling deeply held 

notions about myself and others—notions I considered sacrosanct. 

Notions about me: my people-pleasing-at-all-costs ways; 

my investment in being seen as a good girl, a kind girl, a thin 

girl, a perfect girl, but not a real girl; and my unrelenting belief 

that my worthiness had to be earned—all the time.

Long-unchallenged notions about men and intimacy: I was 

masterful at giving love but often unable to receive it. I was con-
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vinced that wholeness and healing would come from outside me. 

And I used longing and the fantasies it fueled as an escape from 

pain and loneliness and ultimately as a poor substitute for real 

and available love. 

Notions about my parents: My loyalty and love for them 

prevented me from seeing them as whole, humanly imperfect 

people. And I used that loyalty, and their general wonderfulness, 

to protect myself from acknowledging the full impact and pain 

some of their behavior caused me.

Challenging and in some cases letting go of these notions 

was not easy. It was a dizzying, often painful process. I fought 

tooth and nail, and I tried many clever tactics to avoid doing my 

work—the work of moving from childhood to adulthood. 

n

For the past ten years, I have facilitated Women’s Coaching Cir-

cles. Women come to the circle, often not knowing each other but 

having been moved by a flyer or an email or a friend of a friend 

who mentioned its being worthwhile. The purpose of the Coach-

ing Circle is to provide a safe place for women to give voice to 

their dreams, their questions, their hopes and fears. I have come 

to believe that on some level each of the women who attends is 

looking for permission to be her authentic self, to take herself 

seriously, to trust her desires as valid, and to learn to listen to her-

self with abiding compassion and curiosity. Often, when a group 

member has just shared something deeply honest and is feeling 

understandably vulnerable, I will thank her for her courage and 

remind the group that she has really spoken for all of us. And un-

failingly the other women in the circle nod their heads yes. 
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I hope that you will find a bit of yourself in these interweav-

ing essays, that they will take you deeper into your own life ex-

periences and provide some sustenance for the difficult yet vital 

journey toward love and wholeness—a journey we all must take 

if we want to be free. I hope they may, in some small way, lead 

you home. 



HomesiCk

Idon’t remember saying good-bye. I must have blocked it out 

of my memory. I do remember my eleven-year-old thighs 

sticking to the vinyl seat of the sweltering silver charter bus. And 

I remember tears flowing steadily down my cheeks, my body 

barking out sobs, betraying my efforts to silently swallow them 

whole, and the final indignity: the stream of snot pouring from 

my nose. 

I was despondent, and the bus hadn’t even left the parking 

lot yet. Even my nine-year-old brother, Mark, pretended not to 

know me—and I couldn’t blame him. 

I had lost the most recent round of pleading with my par-

ents not to send me to Camp Netimus, an all-girls camp two and 

a half hours north of home. Mark was attending an all-boys camp 

fifteen miles from mine. 

“I’m not ready. I’ll be good, I’ll be better, I’m sorry for what-

ever I did wrong. Just don’t send me away. Please.”

“No. This is good for you. This will help you in the long 

run. Be a big girl. Your brother is already making friends. You’ll 

be fine. Do you know how lucky you are?”
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No. I didn’t know how lucky I was. All I knew was that I 

was scared, and overwhelmed, and couldn’t for the life of me 

figure out what I had done to cause this banishment. 

My tears ebbed and flowed throughout the bus ride and re-

sumed in earnest once I stepped into my assigned cabin. One of my 

counselors, Jackie, an eight-year camp veteran, tried—in vain—to 

comfort me, but after I had sniveled through the three packs of Kleen-

ex my mother had packed in the top tray of my navy blue trunk, 

Jackie knew she was overmatched and ushered me to the infirmary. 

At sleep-away camp, homesickness is treated like lice—

something that must be immediately contained and treated, lest 

it spread throughout the cabin or, heaven forbid, the entire camp. 

The infirmary nurse, I think her name was Olivia, was an 

evangelical Christian from Australia. And though I was Jewish, 

and she was clearly more accustomed to healing scrapes and 

sprains than wounded egos, I found comfort in her assurance 

that I was not alone and that Jesus was with me. In retrospect, 

telling my mother about Olivia’s proselytizing may have been the 

one thing to have convinced her to retrieve me immediately—

but I was too forlorn to think of it then.

For many kids, going to overnight camp at age eleven is no 

big deal. What could be more fun than an eight-week sleepover 

with one’s best buddies? But, unfortunately, to me, eight weeks 

away from home felt impossible and unsurvivable, which is why 

my parents sent me to begin with. 

One of my earliest memories is clinging to my mother’s pant 

leg as we hobbled into my kindergarten class. Each school day 

began with my whimpering in front of my storage cubby, long-

ing to join the girls and boys who were playing with puzzles and 

Play-Doh, but not feeling secure enough to join in. The teacher 
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would eventually lose her cool and tell me how unhappy I was 

making my classmates. The only good moments came on the 

days my mother and I went to the school early so Mom could 

talk with the teacher. With Mom safely within reach, I was able 

to play in the toy kitchen, albeit alone. Not surprisingly, after a 

few miserable months of daily bawling, I was asked to withdraw 

from kindergarten and try again the following year. 

Sleepovers proved equally agonizing. When I went to Debbie 

Pomeroso’s house across the street, I perched myself in front of Deb-

bie’s bedroom window and peered out at my house, counting the 

hours until I could return, instead of counting sheep so I could sleep. 

I don’t know where separation anxiety like that comes 

from. I do know that Mom nicknamed me Poppet, which in her 

home country of South Africa means “doll” in Afrikaans. And 

that is what I was for her—not a doll, but her doll. The doll she 

clung to in social situations she was uncomfortable navigating 

alone in this country. The doll she needed to provide purpose 

and companionship when my father and her parents and friends 

were unavailable. And the doll I dutifully tried to be. 

Throughout that first summer at camp, when other kids 

perfected the skills of canoeing or dance, I perfected the art of 

homesickness. It became routine to wake up and begin my day 

in tears even as I made my bed and raced to line up in front of 

the flagpole for reveille. 

The counselors must have drawn straws to decide who would 

be on “homesick duty” with me each day. The unlucky winner 

would begin her day by sitting knee to knee with me on the steps 

to my cabin. Before the counselor could say a word, I’d apologize 

for my sadness and for keeping her from the “fun” kids. Then the 

counselor would list all the activities I could try and promise that 
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the summer would go faster if I made friends, instead of making 

plans to leave. But I would have none of it and insisted that, as 

lovely a place as this was, my mom needed me and I wanted to go 

home. Next came the tears, and through my sobs I’d console the 

helpless counselor. “I’m so sorry,” I would offer. “You don’t have 

to sit with me. I’ll be fine. I know being away from home is good 

for me in some way.” Though, truthfully, I had no idea what that 

way was, but I felt compelled to give my parents the benefit of the 

doubt. Anything else would have been unimaginable. 

Every day at rest hour, I would write my parents letters beg-

ging them to take me home. I found one of those letters when 

going through a box of papers Mom had stored in her attic.

Dear Mommy and Daddy,

I know you want me to have a good summer But I hate 

it here.

I’ve really tried hard.

You don’t understand. The food is inedible terrible.

I feel so sick. Please take me home. I will be good 

forever. I don’t like the people in my cabin they never talk 

to me. I’m running out of tissues so I’ll have to come home 

to get some more.

Mom, this is my summer so let me do what i want.

Why are you sending me away—don’t you love me. 

I’ll run away next week. 

Please, please, please take me home!!

Love, 

Cheryl

P.S. 2 months is 2 long
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I lulled myself to sleep imagining how shocked they would 

be if I actually did go AWOL. And when I wasn’t planning my 

escape or writing pleading postcards, I silently prayed, to the Je-

sus Olivia had introduced me to, for my parents to take me home 

after four weeks instead of eight.

But my prayers and letter-writing campaign proved futile. 

One day my favorite counselor, Laura, escorted me into the camp 

office so the camp director, Betsy, could tell me my parents felt it 

was in my best interest to stay the full session. They wouldn’t even 

tell me themselves. I can still smell the mix of cigarette smoke and 

coffee on Betsy’s cotton Camp Netimus T-shirt as I wept inconsol-

ably in her arms. She must have wanted to weep too, at the real-

ity of another four weeks of this routine. Why, I wondered, why 

couldn’t I spend the time helping my mom around the house, 

maybe go with her to the beach she loved so much and make 

lemonade with her instead of eating powdered eggs here at camp?

Ironically, at the end of that summer I was given the camp’s 

most celebrated award, the Camp Life Award. I was the youngest 

camper ever to receive it at the time. I’m quite sure the counselors 

gave it to me because they were shocked I had actually survived. 

I went on to spend ten summers at camp: six as a camper and 

four as a counselor. Even the last few years, when I went to camp 

willingly, I began each season in tears the way most kids begin it 

by claiming the top bunk. And I developed an exquisite talent for 

moving away from my own feelings in order to survive, an accom-

plishment for which there was no award.

Not surprisingly, one of my specialties was counseling 

homesick campers and their parents. Another was riflery. I 

would lie down on a wooden platform lined with stained and 

musty mattresses, load a rifle half as tall as I was, aim straight 
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ahead, and pull the trigger. (I can still recall the metallic smell 

from the casings that spilled from the gun after I fired it.) Then, 

though we were supposed to walk, I would run to retrieve my 

target and add up my score. I was so accurate, the head of the 

riflery department regularly sent me to other camps to compete. 

Funny that of all the camp activities for me to excel at, riflery was 

the one. Perhaps it was the only acceptable way to discharge my 

frustration at the time. 

Of course, there were many wonderful takeaways from my 

time at camp: friends from all over the world; camp songs I still 

sing in the shower; Tuesday-night dances with boys from our 

brother camp (the cuter the guy, the less likely he was to dance 

and the more quickly I averted my eyes when he, or any boy, 

even accidently looked my way); and an enduring affection for 

the smell of trees, campfires, and dewed grass. 

But the good doesn’t balance out the bad. It sits beside it. 

And for me, the bad stuff was stickier. I believed I was sent to 

camp because I wasn’t good enough or worthy enough to stay with 

my parents. Somehow I had failed them, and this was my punish-

ment. I couldn’t appreciate their desire to teach me independence—

I was too bereft. Homesickness became my defining life arc. Long-

ing to be somewhere else and feel something else became habitual. 

Enduring now for a far-off then became my sustaining talent.

When I was at camp, I yearned to be home with Mom. 

When I was home, I yearned for a boy and later a man who 

would rescue me from my loneliness. When I was fat, I yearned 

to be thin. And when I got thin, I yearned to be thinner. When I 

grew up and went on vacations, I yearned to be home and invari-

ably found reasons to return early (convinced my cats and dog 

needed me as much as I needed them). And when I finally found 
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that man, I yearned for him to fit my ideal of marriage. When I 

lost my mom, I yearned for her again. 

But what I yearned for most, what I was most homesick for, 

was a welcoming, sheltering, and abiding home within. Learning 

to cultivate that abiding sense of self would come to be my most 

worthwhile journey of all. 

And the journey began the moment my mother died.




