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A new mama shares her experience of  anxiety, doubt, guilt, 
and hopefulness about entering motherhood.

It was a Tuesday in October and I remember 
feeling like I was living someone else’s life. The 
rest of the world seemed to be just fi ne. All 
around me people were going to potlucks and 
going apple picking and wearing sweaters and 
falling in love and having happy experiences 
and seeing movies and laughing with friends 
and doing all of the daily activities that make 
for a full and rich life.

Meanwhile, I was struggling. Maybe it was post-
partum depression or postpartum anxiety. May-
be it was some cruel combination of them both. 
Or maybe it was just that I was exhausted and 
feeling depleted, emotionally and physically.  
Maybe it was that I hadn’t felt like myself since 
having a baby. Maybe it was that my body didn’t 
feel like my own, that my time had stopped feel-
ing like my own, that even when I had a second 
to breath, I barely had any energy to write 

or exercise or hang out with loved ones or do any of 
the things that I used to enjoy. 

Sometimes I feel guilty for struggling during what 
was supposed to be such a joyful time. Sometimes I 
feel guilty for being so anxious that I forgot to enjoy 
the quiet and tender moments with my daughter and 
that it all passed by without my being fully present. It 
was hard to be present when I felt like I was drown-
ing in exhaustion, when I would stay wide awake all 
night because I knew I would need to feed my daugh-
ter imminently, when all the under-eye concealer 
couldn’t hide how tired I looked.

I wish I could say that things changed one day. That 
there was some magical wand that eased my ex-
haustion and let me relax into motherhood. That at 
doctor’s appointments I wasn’t handed a depression 
screening checklist to fi ll-out at doctor’s appoint-
ments. Reach / Issue No. 1      11
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There weren’t any magical short-cuts. There were, 
however, loving souls around me that supported 
me and I will be be forever thankful for their loving 
presence. My daughter started going to a wonderful 
daycare fi lled with caring teachers. We all started to 
sleep a little more. I was able to work a little more. I 
also signed up to attend a new mom’s group called 
Vermamas. 

At fi rst the commitment seemed a little too hard (I 
was struggling to keep up with This Is Us, never mind 
the idea of being present at 6 p.m. every month.) I 
started to feel nervous about the other mamas and 
worried about not connecting with them. Nothing 
has made me feel as much like a middle school stu-
dent all over again than being a mom. My husband 
reminded me that it could be good for me to connect 
with other new moms.

He was right. I remember it was a hard day on that 
Tuesday last October. I can’t quite remember if some-
thing signifi cant had actually happened or if it was 
just general life’s anguish. I remember showering the 
breast milk off  of myself before leaving and deciding 
to wear a nursing romper that wasn’t exactly stylish 
or cute, but was comfortable and seemed to forgive 
my postpartum belly. I remember grudgingly plan-
ning on pumping when I got home. 

As I pulled in the parking lot at Evolution Yoga, I 
took a deep breath and was hopeful. I walked in the 
building and remember off ering tentative smiles to 
the other arriving mamas. We walked into a com-
fortable room where a group of oversized chairs and 
mini-couches were set up in a circle. There were 
a collection of snacks and drinks. As I sat down, I 
started to relax a little. Not completely. (I worried I 
had forgotten how to really relax since giving birth), 
but I remember feeling comfortable. The facilitator, 
Jessica, welcomed us. She was warm and welcoming 
and spoke of the importance of mother’s groups in 
her own life. She is also a writer and has four chil-
dren, a fact which left me left me almost speechless. 
I was struggling just to get through the day with a 
newborn. She was dynamic and clearly thriving. I 
remember hoping she would share some of her wis-
dom.

I recall there were some introductions, but I mostly 
remember that all the other mamas seemed kind, 
but also as tired and weary and worn out as I was. 
That alone felt affi  rming. I had managed to make 
it to a few postpartum yoga classes, but after each 
class, I left wanting more. Not more yoga, but more 
connection. I wanted to hear how the other ma-
mas were doing. I wanted to see if any other new 
mamas were struggling as I was, if they too were 
having a hard time dealing with strollers and car 
seats and if they hated their breast pump as much 
as I hated mine. I wanted deeper conversations. I 
wanted more than just a quick hello in the line for 
the bathroom and sharing awkward moments of 
assembling yoga mats and props near each other. 
I wanted to feel less alone because being around 
people in superfi cial ways made me feel lonelier 
than being alone.

Even during that fi rst Vermama meeting, I started 
to feel that sense of community, of a shared grief 
over the loss of our former selves (while of course 
needing to remain thankful for our new families). 
During the fi rst session, all the mamas were asked 
to spend some time refl ecting on:

               Where are we now?
               Where do we want to be?
               What’s holding us back?
               What support do we need?

We were given large poster-size paper to write 
down our thoughts. I remember being excited 
to write. It reminded me of my writing classes in 
college when my professors assigned free-writing 
time. It was time to simply move the pencil across 
the page. It wasn’t about crafting a great story (that 
came later). It was just writing about in the present 
moment. I also appreciated having the structure in 
which to write with others. I remember writing way 
too much and was probably be a little over-ambi-
tious, but having the structure for journaling was 
just what I needed.

We also did a seated meditation together and it felt 
very grounding. I have attempted to do meditations 
alone and while just breathing is calming, it felt a 
little easier doing it with others. 

“I wanted to hear how the other mamas were doing. 
I wanted to see if any other new mamas were strug-
gling as I was, if they too were having a hard time 
dealing with strollers and car seats and if they hated 
their breast pump as much as I hated mine.”

It helped temper my over-excitement. It also 
reminded me once again overactive my mind 
was and is and how much I actually crave quiet 
moments, which are few and far between with a 
baby. 

I don’t remember too much else that happened 
after that fi rst meeting, but I do remember 
driving home feeling relieved. I was relieved 
that I had found a space that would hold gen-
uine, honest conversation. Over the next nine 
months, the Vermamas gathered once a month 
and each time, it passed too quickly. Each mama 
had an opportunity to share the highs and lows 
of the last month, ask for advice from others on 
something we were struggling with and we often 
discussed an article that we had read pertaining 
to new motherhood. 

During other periods of my life, I have tended to 
gravitate towards people with similar interests. 
This period of new motherhood taught me that 
sometimes none of those things matter. It didn’t 
matter if one mama was a stay-at-home mama 
or the other mama co-slept or travelled a lot or 
had a c-section or loved breastfeeding. None 
of that extra stuff  that seems to defi ne us every 
day came into play. There also wasn’t any stress 
with group dynamics. It wasn’t group therapy. 
It wasn’t yoga. However, it felt more therapeutic 
and yogic to me than some of the postpartum 
yoga classes I had been to.

It also wasn’t always about being postpartum. It 
wasn’t always about motherhood. It was often 
just about us, as people. 

As women. As full individuals who suddenly were 
thrust in a very diff erent and new role. Other cultures 
handle the postpartum period with a lot more atten-
tion, grace, and care than we do in the United States. 
Many cultures embrace the idea of letting the new 
mother rest at home for forty-days. (Read the beautiful 
The First Forty Days: The Essential Art of Nourishing 
the New Mother by Heng Ou to learn more). In the 
United States, the new mother isn’t so honored. Often 
she is back at work way too quickly with a breast pump 
hanging off  of her tired body. While Vermamas can’t 
solve this, it does off er a salve to the lack of support for 
new mamas. It off ers a consistent community of women 
who are in the trenches right along with us.

Each month, the Vermamas dedicated a few hours just 
to come together. Sometimes there were tears. There 
was often laughter and wine. I learned a lot from the 
other mamas.  We shared stories about the obstacles 
of fi nding childcare, travelling with a baby for the 
fi rst time, adjusting to a new body, explored work and 
relationship issues, comisterated about the Winter 
doldrums together, and shared household maintenance 
hacks (if possible, outsource!). We off ered a small way 
to make new parenthood less isolating.

While the group has “offi  cially” concluded, we’re hop-
ing to continue monthly gatherings outside of Evolu-
tion Yoga. We’ve had a few social night outs and even 
enjoyed a few baby’s fi rst birthday celebrations togeth-
er. As we’re all now becoming more confi dent and less 
overwhelmed (or in my case, overwhelmed in a diff er-
ent way with a non-stop toddler), we might need the 
structured group less. Even though the dead of winter 
is now replaced with warm summer evenings and there 
is more of a lightness around us, I often think of the 
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other Vermamas who are fi nding their way as 
they make lunch for the baby, change yet another 
diaper, read another blog post on parenting, cud-
dle on the couch, rush to work while sometimes 
choking back tears from leaving their baby, while 
also being grateful for the freedom, or trying to 
fi nish a cup of coff ee, just like I am. 

Thank you to all the other Vermamas who shared 
their stories with me and who let me share mine. 
Thank you to the other Vermamas for having the 
courage to be vulnerable and for being an integral 
part of my journey into motherhood.

Molly Ritvo and daughter Jimi
Photography by Lo Storer

we always hold each other 
a poem by Raina K. Puels 
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the next time i saw furtive poet, we walked in a drizzle & hunted for a brass dog sculpture sticking her head 
through a fence.  we didn’t fi nd her.  he asked if i’d be down to trespass.  we waited on the steps of a swanky 
apartment building until someone opened the door.  in the elevator, he wrapped his arm around my waist 
& we kissed all the way to the rooftop garden.  it was locked.  we kissed all the way back down.

over pad thai i said, ‘wanna go back to my place?’

i let him take off  my pants for the fi rst time.  he ate my pussy for an hour & a half & my entire body was 
pins & needles & my hands were locked into claws & i thought i was fl oating, like really fl oating, like he 
was sucking me into a spacecraft to conduct sexcellent orgasm transcending experiments & oh my god-
dess, i would’ve consented to anything he asked of me.

but it was me who asked him to consent to something diffi  cult:

‘when i learned about polyamory, it felt like i saw a color missing from my vision. i’ve always felt a
 gravitational pull to certain people & to deny that connection is to deny my capacity to love.  to deny 
what makes me me.  until i was 20, i cheated—dating & fucking multiple people because i didn’t know i 
could be ethical about it, but i’m ethical now.’

‘okay.’

‘okay?’

‘i’ve never done anything like this before, but i like you.  if this is what you need, i’ll give it a try.  
but i need you to tell me if you develop feelings for anyone else… i’m still a little sore because of that girl i 
used to live with.’ 

furtive poet never refers to his former girlfriend by name, only ‘that girl i used to live with.’  while he was 
my naked human blanket, he told me they were best friends who fell in love & lived together for years 
in a two-bedroom with three humans, three dogs, & four cats (who all had worms).  she was allergic to 
weed & mangos & cashews & he gave them all up.  he thought they’d marry until she fell in love with 
someone else & didn’t tell him for months & months & months & moved out with a day’s notice.  he sat 
in the bathtub & cried & cried & cried & ripped out chunks & chunks & chunks of his hair.

furtive poet & i made agreements:

we agree to tell each other if we kiss or do anything physical with another person.

we agree to use condoms if there’s a penis involved in the penetration. 

we agree to tell other partner(s) about each other.

we agree not to share personal information about other partner(s) unless asked.

we agree to not date mutual friends. 

we strolled through browning gardens when he asked,

‘are you looking to develop a bond with someone else like what we have?’

i wanted to say,

‘i’m falling in love with you, or already in love with you, but i need to have the option to see other con-
nections through or i will wilt into brown mush.’

instead, i fell quiet.  it was a conversation i wanted to have wrapped around his body in the purpledark 
with our glasses off .  i imagined him sad & dejected the day i inevitably tell him i have feelings for some-
one else; even though he fulfi lls me—sexually, emotionally, intellectually—i’ll crave a diff erent fl avor pie.  
i wish i were monogamous, i wish being with me were simple, i wish to spare him, because my polyamo-
ry has a history of hurt (see: poet always wearing blue).

instead i said,

‘sorry.  i’m having a sad.’ 

‘we can talk more later, but i want you to know that part of the magic of my Alien Queen is that she can’t 
be controlled or contained.  i won’t get mad at you for being who you are.’

& he kissed my forehead. 
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my sad morphed into a massive wave.  i shoved furtive poet toward shore & swam into the deep.  water 
slapped onto my head, pushed me under, & i saw a man yelling & dragging his pitbull puppy across 
the concrete.  i began to sink, body porous & fi lled with the weight of the zombie-eyed woman sitting 
outside the 7-eleven; we fl ipped grilled cheeses together until she came to work on meth, slashed off  
her apron with a butcher’s knife, & ran out the back door into forever.  below the surface was dark & 
cold & heavy as if each & every street sign bearing a former lover’s name was thrown, stacked, criss-
crossed on top of me.  i was in therapy long enough to know eventually i’ll gasp to the surface, claw to 
shore, command furtive poet to stop asking if i’m okay & instead to bend me over a warm rock & fuck 
me as the sun returns me to a hardened sponge, to fuck me until i forget i’ve never been as wet as i am 
for him right now. 

on our seventh tuesday together, over a plate of vegetarian poutine (mushroom gravy with truffl  e & 
parmesan), he asked if i wanted to cover his bedroom in tarps &  get naked & paint each other.  

‘only if i can bring glitter.’

he laughed & almost shot gravy out of his nose; he’d already google’d safe ways to incorporate glitter 
into sex. we walked the forty-fi ve minutes home through pouring rain just to spend that extra time 
together. he got out his phone to type something i said in jest:

‘i expect to see you once a week.  is that a commitment you can make to me?’

a raindrop plopped onto his screen & deleted his entire months-long note of poem ideas.

inevitably, i kissed someone else.

the kissing was preceded by red wine & bananagram tile poems: queer queer blood busted angel twats 

she walked me home & i invited her up when she said,

‘good literature turns me on, like really turns me on.’

it felt like sipping gertrude stein’s sweet sweet sweet sweet sweet tea when she was down to her calvin 
klein’s.

she borrowed my purple hoodie to walk home & feed her cat, spiderman. 
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there’s never a graceful way to tell your partner you kissed a beautiful girl.

he didn’t say anything for a long time.  then closed himself in my bathroom.  i waited in bed.  nasty ptero-
dactyl talons clawed my tummy.  then he laid his head on my chest & cracked a joke about brushing my 
teeth after i see her before i kiss him.  which he felt bad about & rescinded. 

his tummy grumbled so i made my famous doctored annie’s mac n cheese (caramelized onions, garlic, 
spinach, grated cheddar). 

then we had the kind of sex where you’re so in fl ow that you’re not in your body, you don’t have a body, 
your body is divorced from the word body, the two bodies smashing together become celestial bodies not 
accessible to just anybody.   

furtive poet & i continue to talk much about expectations & communication.  sometimes i cry.  sometimes 
he cries.  but we always hold each other.
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The Bride 
    & 
  The Eating Disorder

by Allyce Torres

What do you do when one of the happiest moments of your life is 
shadowed by a painful past?

A few months back, I began what I was promised 
would be one of the most special and fun parts of 
our Engagement/Wedding Planning process: Wed-
ding Dress Shopping. 

As someone who has struggled with Anorexia for 
most of my life, I was surprised to fi nd that I felt a 
very small amount of anxiety walking into my fi rst 
appointment at BHLDN. I had a huge group of my 
friends coming with me and knew that they would 
be supportive and loving. I felt calm leading up to 
the event. 

I was the fi rst to arrive and, as I walked into my 
appointment at BHLDN alone, I was caught off  
guard by an intense wave of panic. I was arrested 
by this certainty that I wasn’t supposed to be here. 
An imposter- dressing up and pretending to be a 
Bride. Every single other person in the store was 
white. Thin- bodied, young brides surrounded by 
their wealthy and adoring families. Impossibly chic 
and bony stylists drifting in and out of sessions with 
champage- I couldn’t possibly belong in this room. 

My best friend & the rest of the party arrived. We 
went into the session. 

The stylist was Super Nice. My friends were Super 
Nice. 

But two things happened that set off  an avalanche 
of dominoes: 1) I was told the size of every dress 
I tried on and 2) after trying on each dress, I had 
to walk out and stand on a podium in front of the 
entire group. 

I’m sure other people are reading this and think-
ing “yes; pretty standard.” But for someone with 
an Eating Disorder, it is absolute hell.

I became fi xated on the number of every dress. 
Heading into a full blown panic when the stylist 
suggested going up a size. I became hyper critical 
of every dress. I didn’t want to be seen in anything 
for more than 5 seconds. I was suddenly acutely 
aware that, on my wedding day, everyone will be 
looking at me. 
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Everyone will see how disgusting I am. They will 
internally take toll of the failure that is my body. 
They will see how it is living, breathing evi-
dence, That I don’t belong here. I became con-
vinced that I will never fi nd “my” dress. Because 
it doesn’t exist. Because I don’t deserve it. 

My second appointment, at a diff erent store, was 
worse. The stylist told me that my body “had 
several problem areas” that I “need to hide.” 
They asked me what my “goal wedding weight” 
is. They told me that the cuts of dresses I like 
“aren’t meant for girls with your body.” 

After a third appointment, I eventually settled 
on a dress that covered every inch of me. It was 
pretty & I do like it. But I mostly chose it so that 
I can disappear into it on my wedding day and 
hide. 

Throughout the whole process, I never felt any 
of the excitement that they say Brides are sup-
posed to feel. I never had multiple contenders. I 
never cried happy tears over fi nding “the dress”. 
After all three appointments, I went home and I 
cried. 

And everything has been like this. 

I cried and hid my engagement photos, not even 
showing them to Colin, because I couldn’t stand 
looking at myself in them. The wedding dinner 
tasting where someone brought me 10 plates of 
food at once and asked me to eat in front of oth-
ers. The meeting with the venue manager where 
I had to stop and calculate the calories of every 
drink before picking my menu. The conversation 
about lunch on the day of. The discussion about 
the rehearsal dinner. The Cake tasting that I 
couldn’t stop obsessing and panicking over for 
weeks before it happened. Hiding my frosting in 
globs in the napkin on my lap. 

I worry and bargain and plan for all of these 
things that “normal brides” are supposed to 
fi nd joy in. All I can think of is how much I’ll be 
eating and how I can get out of it. 

It has been one of the fi rst times since I’ve actively 
entered recovery that I feel an old, familiar, burning, 
and all-consuming self hatred. And that old, familiar 
door swing open with a comforting answer: 

I entered a heavy relapse for several weeks. 

I’ve been fi ghting very hard to remember that none of 
this is about anything but making my commitment to 
the love of my life. Who, by the way, is the literal only 
reason ((in addition to my wedding planner)) that I 
have survived any of this. Don’t get me wrong, I can-
not wait to marry Colin. I am incredibly excited for 
this day. Parts of it have been very fun. But it is really 
diffi  cult to focus on them when there are the moun-
tainous obstacles at every turn. 

From the minute I got engaged- it was like being a 
Bride became my identity in the minds of everyone 
around me. My friends & family sent me wedding 
planning books, bridal magazines, and articles. My 
targeted ads on every social media platform switched 
over to wedding, engagement, and honeymoon con-
tent. And lurking inside all of them, every single one 
of them, was bridal diet and fi tness messaging. 

Advertisements for well-marketed laxative pills. 
“Sweating for the Wedding” tank tops. Workout 
graphics. Everywhere, the understanding that if a per-
son is a bride, they will be trying to lose weight. 

Not a suggestion. Not even a requirement. An as-
sumption. A moral obligation. 

They are all selling this silky, seductive dream of a 
wedding day that is white, thin, and expensive. 

As if having this kind of wedding will ensure that all 
my wishes will come true. 

That if I do everything exactly right If I gather all 
the ingredients And If I perform the spell correctly I 
won’t feel pain ever again .

Happily Ever After . 

I Went to a Women’s 
Retreat…   and I Liked It

Learning to let go  of resistance and  judgements, and just be free. 

by Heather Frenchette-Crowley
Photography by Sara Faraj
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Call it a mid-life crisis, a turning point, a working 
mother wanting a weekend away, whatever it was, I 
signed-up for a women’s retreat. Spoiler alert – this 
is not even remotely in my wheelhouse. Seriously, 
at all. I’m more Pottery Barn than shabby chic, Ann 
Taylor over boho, and adamantly anti-kombucha – 
you get the idea.  The thought of a retreat conjured 
up images of a commune, fl ower head wreaths and 
dancing under the moon. Yet I made the decision to 
attend in the hope that an in-the-fl esh experience 
would help me out of the valley I found myself in. 
Fortunately, I married an understanding guy who 
got the fact that if I was willing to do something this 
far out of my conservative, Type A comfort zone I 
must really need it. 

From an early age, my goal was to live in a brown-
stone, carry a briefcase, and reach the top of the 
corporate ladder. That was the formula for success 
and there was no margin for error. However, mar-
riage, a “strong-willed” young child, and the pres-
sures of every-day life have a way of shining an LED 
light on such disillusions. To those on the outside, 
all the boxes appeared to have been checked – Ca-
reer? Check. Lovely home? Check. Caring husband? 
Check. Healthy child? Check. But it wasn’t enough 
and I didn’t know why. 

While not an exact match, my life closely resembled 
the formula in my mind, but I still questioned why 
- aside from putting the Eggos in the toaster and 
feeding the dog – was I getting up in the morning? 
What was my purpose? Each day seemed like the 
one before and I carried a tiredness that weighed me 
down. A job that once excited me had turned into 
days spent managing corporate politics, going from 
one meeting to the next, chasing an ever-moving 
target.

Instead of spending time with my husband after 
our daughter was in bed I crawled into my own, 
hoping that a few more hours of sleep would 
make me feel better, but it never did. I couldn’t 
help but think that there had to be something 
more. What had I missed? Where was my suc-
cess? Was this it? Was this happiness?

I spent my entire life thinking that when I had 
X or weighed # I could take a break and breathe 
but they always seemed to be just out of reach. 
That’s the thing with the proverbial ladder - 
there’s always another rung. Depleted, I was 
fi nally ready to do something I had never done 
in the hopes of getting something I had never 
had – peace. 

The retreat’s property was nestled in a sprawl-
ing suburb out of the pages of Town & Country 
Magazine. As I passed estates surrounded by 
stone walls and manicured lawns, I couldn’t 
help but wonder if my formula for success was 
legit after all. Surely the lives inside these homes 
were more together than mine. They had four-
car garages for crying out loud. Maybe fulfi ll-
ment was at the end of a gated driveway. Maybe 
I just needed to try harder, push myself more. 

By the time I found the hidden drive and fol-
lowed it to the retreat’s ashram my hands shook 
from nervous excitement (and my venti cold 
brew). I was the fi rst person to arrive and hes-
itantly stepped inside the building.  Floor-to-
ceiling windows hugged one side of the octa-
gon-shaped room and rays of sunshine refl ected 
off  gleaming pine fl oors; I felt like I was standing 
among treetops. Meditation chairs outlined the 
perimeter and our leader stood in the center, 
creating a design on the fl oor with fl ower petals 
and leaves. It was surreal, and as I took it in I 
thought perhaps I’d made a mistake coming. 
Why hadn’t I just booked a spa weekend?  I 
didn’t even know if coff ee was allowed in here.

With nowhere else to go I took o�  my sandals and 
stepped inside the circle – Starbucks still in-hand – 
and introduced myself to the retreat leader. She gave 
me a warm hug and sweetly reassured me that cof-
fee was allowed. Her face radiated joy and her long, 
� owing dress made me momentarily question my 
choice of khaki skort, silk tank top and black cardi-
gan. � ankfully, before I could spiral down that rabbit 
hole, other women began to arrive. 

When we had each chosen a seat in the circle I 
looked around and immediately judged every single 
person. At fi rst glance I didn’t see a common thread. 
Some women were perfectly manicured wearing 
athleisure attire, others wore hiking shorts. The 
faces looking back at me were from recent college 
grads, 30-somethings, and women who had said 
goodbye to their 40’s years before. 

The faces looking back at me were from recent 
college grads, 30-somethings, and women who had 
said goodbye to their 40’s years before. 

In my head I created the narrative of their lives – 
wealthy suburban housewife with a Land Rover in 
the garage and a free weekend to fi ll; 20-something 
artist looking to connect with the pain inside – the 
stories appeared in my mind as quickly as I scanned 
the room. Little did I know how deep each story ran.

Many of the women shared they had felt a pull to 
attend. Some realized they never did anything for 
themselves and wanted to carve out time. Some 
wanted to be “in communion with other women.” 
I honestly had no idea what that meant. When it 
was my turn I told the group that I was there for an 
epiphany, admittedly a tall order. 

“To those on the outside, all the boxes 
appeared to have been checked – Ca-
reer? Check. Lovely home? Check. 
Caring husband? Check. Healthy 
child? Check. But it wasn’t enough 
and I didn’t know why. “
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There was smudging of sage, hand holding, and 
singing -  and the judgement that I sometimes con-
fuse with inner guidance was muted. For dinner we 
walked down to the barn, which had been trans-
formed with white string lights and fresh fl owers. A 
long table was set with 28 place settings and it was 
the most beautiful, shabby chic setting I have ever 
seen. It was there, amidst the twinkling lights and 
cool, October air that we ate and talked and laughed 
and made sure to get every spot of chocolate off  the 
dessert plates – all while seeing ourselves refl ected in 
the experiences of each other.

The general theme of the retreat was letting go of 
things that no longer served us. Among the things I 
wanted to release was my incessant need to follow 
the formula for success, but during our fi rst medita-
tion I fell asleep. When it ended and others shared, I 
kept mum – maybe this was too far outside my com-
fort zone.  Later, during a guided mediation we were 
led to a cottage in the woods and invited to picture 
every detail from the color of the door to the feeling 
of the fl oor. As I was allowing myself to slip deeper 
into the meditation a voice inside questioned, “Is this 
bullshit?” I pushed it away, kept my eyes closed and 
saw my great-grandmother in the kitchen making 
homemade soup. She told me to lie down and rest, 
and I did. For the fi rst time in a long time, I rested – 
even if it was just in my mind’s eye. I could feel the 
cool weight of a silk blanket and my great-grand-
mother told me that she had been waiting for me.

There was a ceremony of dance – which sounds 
weird, but when you let the music and the movement 
take you away it becomes a lot less weird. We ended 
up in groups of three to change into swimsuits and 
sarongs for a ritual of release. Our leader explained 
that we would cover our bodies in a mud mask, 
which would be rinsed off  in the pond to symbolical-
ly scrub off  that which no longer served us. 

I put on my bathing suit, a black Miraclesuit com-
plete with fi gure-fl attering ruching and super-suck-
ing spandex and started to cover it with a sarong. But 
then something happened. I realized that most of 
the women didn’t have swimsuits on; they wore only 
sarongs.

Perhaps it was the constricting fabric, or maybe it 
was years of holding on and sucking it up and trying 
to follow the formula, but I suddenly felt the need 
to be free. I wanted to let go. So, I did. I took off  my 
super-sucking Miraclesuit and, with the help of 
another woman, wrapped the sarong around myself 
like a dress. Then we walked to the pond, dropped 
the sarongs and covered ourselves in mud. For the 
fi rst time in my life I was surrounded by women 
as they really are - without pretense. There was no 
place for shame because there was no judgement. In 
our own time, we each made our way down the rocks 
and into the icy water. It was there, treading water 
surrounded by women I had known for less than 24 
hours, that I began to scrub away that which no lon-
ger served me. As I washed away the mud, I began 
the process of releasing myself from constraints I 
hadn’t even been conscious of two days before. That 
stealthy inner critic who did her best to keep me on 
track, always pointing out that the next rung was so 
close. The dogmatic need to believe that if I just tried 
harder, I could make the formula work. Beneath a 
ledge of shale, in a pool of dark water, I began to un-
tangle the complicated narrative that shaped my life.  

I learned the stories we tell ourselves are often much 
harsher than reality - that by changing the way we 
look at ourselves, we change the way we look at 
others. I wasted so much time envying others, buy-
ing into society’s formula for success, when in truth 
I was sold a bill of goods. There is no one magic 
formula for success, but there is magic all around us. 
The trick is learning to be open to the heart-wrench-
ingly, beautiful serendipity of life.  

As time goes by it becomes harder to hang onto 
that feeling of release because life happens. But this 
experience gave me a new way of thinking about 
what “success” might feel like. Yes, there was hand 
holding, kale salad, and brief nudity, but thankfully I 
didn’t let that stop me. Turns out it was exactly what 
I needed; it was the going beyond that cracked me 
open. 
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There was smudging of sage, hand holding, and 
singing -  and the judgement that I sometimes con-
fuse with inner guidance was muted. For dinner we 
walked down to the barn, which had been trans-
formed with white string lights and fresh fl owers. A 
long table was set with 28 place settings and it was 
the most beautiful, shabby chic setting I have ever 
seen. It was there, amidst the twinkling lights and 
cool, October air that we ate and talked and laughed 
and made sure to get every spot of chocolate off  the 
dessert plates – all while seeing ourselves refl ected in 
the experiences of each other.

The general theme of the retreat was letting go of 
things that no longer served us. Among the things I 
wanted to release was my incessant need to follow 
the formula for success, but during our fi rst medita-
tion I fell asleep. When it ended and others shared, I 
kept mum – maybe this was too far outside my com-
fort zone.  Later, during a guided mediation we were 
led to a cottage in the woods and invited to picture 
every detail from the color of the door to the feeling 
of the fl oor. As I was allowing myself to slip deeper 
into the meditation a voice inside questioned, “Is this 
bullshit?” I pushed it away, kept my eyes closed and 
saw my great-grandmother in the kitchen making 
homemade soup. She told me to lie down and rest, 
and I did. For the fi rst time in a long time, I rested – 
even if it was just in my mind’s eye. I could feel the 
cool weight of a silk blanket and my great-grand-
mother told me that she had been waiting for me.

There was a ceremony of dance – which sounds 
weird, but when you let the music and the movement 
take you away it becomes a lot less weird. We ended 
up in groups of three to change into swimsuits and 
sarongs for a ritual of release. Our leader explained 
that we would cover our bodies in a mud mask, 
which would be rinsed off  in the pond to symbolical-
ly scrub off  that which no longer served us. 

I put on my bathing suit, a black Miraclesuit com-
plete with fi gure-fl attering ruching and super-suck-
ing spandex and started to cover it with a sarong. But 
then something happened. I realized that most of 
the women didn’t have swimsuits on; they wore only 
sarongs.

Perhaps it was the constricting fabric, or maybe it 
was years of holding on and sucking it up and trying 
to follow the formula, but I suddenly felt the need 
to be free. I wanted to let go. So, I did. I took off  my 
super-sucking Miraclesuit and, with the help of 
another woman, wrapped the sarong around myself 
like a dress. Then we walked to the pond, dropped 
the sarongs and covered ourselves in mud. For the 
fi rst time in my life I was surrounded by women 
as they really are - without pretense. There was no 
place for shame because there was no judgement. In 
our own time, we each made our way down the rocks 
and into the icy water. It was there, treading water 
surrounded by women I had known for less than 24 
hours, that I began to scrub away that which no lon-
ger served me. As I washed away the mud, I began 
the process of releasing myself from constraints I 
hadn’t even been conscious of two days before. That 
stealthy inner critic who did her best to keep me on 
track, always pointing out that the next rung was so 
close. The dogmatic need to believe that if I just tried 
harder, I could make the formula work. Beneath a 
ledge of shale, in a pool of dark water, I began to un-
tangle the complicated narrative that shaped my life.  

I learned the stories we tell ourselves are often much 
harsher than reality - that by changing the way we 
look at ourselves, we change the way we look at 
others. I wasted so much time envying others, buy-
ing into society’s formula for success, when in truth 
I was sold a bill of goods. There is no one magic 
formula for success, but there is magic all around us. 
The trick is learning to be open to the heart-wrench-
ingly, beautiful serendipity of life.  

As time goes by it becomes harder to hang onto 
that feeling of release because life happens. But this 
experience gave me a new way of thinking about 
what “success” might feel like. Yes, there was hand 
holding, kale salad, and brief nudity, but thankfully I 
didn’t let that stop me. Turns out it was exactly what 
I needed; it was the going beyond that cracked me 
open. open. 
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