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Gardening and Choosing 

 The lives we lead are mostly a balance of settling, and telling ourselves—and each other—that 

we are not.  We live mostly in search of this balance, in the in-between, on that mathematical line that 

has no width or edge, never knowing where the line ends and the spaces it divides begin.   

 What is settling?  I grew up in a working class Cleveland suburban family. The expectation was 

that happiness would be found in a job that sustained me working for someone else, a husband who 

treated me well, good health, and children.  It seems the world has taught millennials that much more 

than that is required if we are going to be truly happy.   

 First, never, ever work for someone else.  Second, don't get married—single and happy is 

happier than happily married.  Third, develop your own brand, regardless of your line of work, and 

acquire lots of social media followers. If you get married or work for someone else, you're probably 

settling.  At least, this is what I've gotten out of the messaging that comes at my brain from all things 

21st Century.  I don't think it's accurate; but I don't think my family's model is, either.  If the world is as 

limitless as the internet leads me to believe, why should I not be able to achieve exactly the life I dream 

of? 

 What of the millennial in a Midwestern town who does well for herself, finds love and a way to 

sustain life that is enjoyable but not Instagrammable?  What if the limits of time, money, energy, and 

distance in one's life do not lead them to a career in the arts or Silicon Valley, but to a 9-to-5 in a beige 

town with a committed partner who is loving, but has never made her heart skip a beat?   Should she 

always wish she had something else? If she doesn't, is she at risk of settling for less than her best life? 



 After I finished my undergraduate degree at a small liberal arts college in my home state of 

Ohio, a nonprofit volunteer position (think Peace Corps, without the passport) took me to a small coal 

mining town in southern West Virginia.  Along with a nasty bourbon habit, I developed a love for my 

little garden there.  I ordered seeds from the Seed Savers Exchange, all heirloom varieties, and put them 

in little pods underneath grow lights in our office, and waited.  Not many days passed before I entered 

the office one morning to find bright thin green, shooting up from the dirt.  In the chilly March 

temperatures, I put the shoots, brave and strong, into the cold ground outside the abandoned school 

building where our office was.  Somehow, they didn't die.  They grew larger, and when the time was 

right, blossoms appeared.  Magically, there were vegetables.  I was beyond belief that I had not 

managed to kill the life of this garden.   

 My garden taught me how things grow. If you put seeds in dirt and give them light, green will 

shoot up. It is almost guaranteed. I found that weeding was not difficult as long as I spent time with the 

plants.  The more the beauty grows, the more the weeds will be kept at bay.  The more you keep the 

weeds away, the more of the beauty you will see.  It was not I, but the beauty of the garden that did the 

work. I simply showed up and gave her my time.   

 That garden grounded me and kept me, as I kept her.  She kept me from wandering too close to 

a precipice, and I kept her rows of vegetables feeling free. Purple carrots and striped tomatoes and 

green and maroon lettuces.  As I did this, she kept us both full of life. Decisions have always been 

difficult for me; difficult doesn't begin to describe what decisions are for me.  In my uncertainty of how 

to place one foot in front of another, she showed me that I could still move forward.  Often I did not 

know what to do, but as I did whatever I did know, she did the rest.  And as the ice cubes in my tumbler 

found less time to melt into the brown, she called me to the cold ground to tend her bed.  Tender she led 

me, day by day.   Eventually, she led me back to Ohio, away from her West Virginia dirt.  Away from 



doubt, into confidence.   

 If only I had brought her with me.  As she made no demands, I drifted from my garden, and I 

lost my clarity. My feet stopped following each other. I wandered and flailed for years, chasing my tail, 

various dreams.  Lacking the garden to ground me, I lost my choice-making ability, and I relied on an 

image of what my life was supposed to look like to guide my steps, until eventually, none of the pieces 

fit together.  So I began a new garden.   

 I chose motherhood after believing, for a long time, that I might be happier focusing on a career 

alone, a life that did not include children.  I chose marriage to a person who wanted fatherhood, when 

for years I dated men who feared being tied down.  I chose medication when years of trying to muscle 

through depression finally felt like failure.  I chose commitment when I felt like uprooting and starting 

over, again, as had become almost habit.   

 I chose love, but not like you think.  I chose to stay. I decided to remain when it did not give me 

feelings of romance or sexiness or warmth.  I chose faith in staying. Faith that this love would someday 

again deliver a feeling, and more than a feeling if I took care of it, if I did not run to something that 

gave me better feelings. 

 I chose to quit.  Quit hunting for happiness in good feelings provided by other people, and value 

based on emotional highs and subsequent lows.  I chose to feel okay with a pill, and good in a life 

committed to someone I know values this domestic structure more than his work, his art, his ego, or his 

dreams.  I chose to quit a lifestyle that looked beautiful and romantic and exciting to others, people who 

have no idea what it was really like, but to whose envying voices I listened to for a long time.  I chose 

relief from exhaustion, confusion, multiple hangovers per week, and fleeting feelings of fulfillment.   

 In choosing, I had to also choose against. Some things had to be ruled out. In order to allow a 



plant to flourish, you have to remove not only weeds, but sometimes other plants that might take over.  

 “Shoot, I'll make a baby with you right now,”  Ben humorously offered after listening to me talk 

about how having a baby would ground me—I just knew it would—like my West Virginia garden had a 

lifetime ago.  We had just finished supper and were sharing a cigarette on the porch of a friend's house 

we were staying at while working on my record in Tennessee.  The friend, a touring musician like us, 

needed a house sitter, and we needed a place to stay for a week of recording, so it was a good trade.  No 

one there to feel obligated to socialize with after spending the day in the studio.  While Ben sincerely 

indicated that he saw what I was saying about being grounded by parenthood, I'm pretty sure his words 

were born more out of a reciprocated wondering of whether there should be more to the thing that was 

us.  

 Our friendship and the music that we made had been receiving more attention than my marriage

—all of my attention, really.  It provided me with much more personal enrichment. Was this because it 

got more of my attention?  Ben and I butted heads on work often, but always worked it out, and I 

usually learned something in the process.  I made him co-producer on the album along with myself and 

our engineer. Ben knew that he, our sounds, and our togetherness had become my favorite flower in a 

quite overgrown, disheveled garden.  I told him so, but he must have known already. We were partners 

in a way that my husband and I were not.  Most of our communication required few if any words. Time 

spent together was ideal.  Our friendship was as easy as our ties were deep.  We had been roommates, 

music partners, perhaps best friends. Drinking buddies, for sure. I got chili and french fry cheese all 

over the inside of his old Jeep Cherokee one night after a late night post-gig snack, and I never even 

heard about it until a funny remembering weeks later. I could do lots of stupid things and they never 

bothered him.  We stayed out til the early morning once and waded the Cuyahoga River, and I was so 



blind to how all of this seemed to my new husband that I couldn't even understand why he was upset 

that I hadn't looked at my phone or bothered to let him know I wouldn't be home til…whenever it 

finally was.  But we were never more than friends, Ben and I.  He danced with me at my wedding, 

listened as I vowed my life to a man who wanted family and marriage more than anything else, a man 

who was intrigued by me because I was “different.”  He wasn't surprised when I told him that my 

husband and I were doing terribly less than a year in.  Normally he offered an ear and nothing more.  

 It was there on that porch of an empty house, no husband around, and our hearts exposed, that 

we nearly, very nearly crossed a line. After years of dancing around a mutual attraction, a deep 

friendship—love?--it was clearly then, or never. And I backed away. My Christian-school-trained mind 

was a land of black & white, cut & dry, and crossing that line with Ben was clearly in the Bad territory 

called Cheating. This made it easy for me to say no.  And though many would say I had been guilty of 

an emotional affair for months with Ben, I saw it differently; I knew I was confused, disappointed, 

disillusioned, and trying really, really hard to survive. That line that had not been crossed mattered to 

me.  

 Perhaps I would have chosen differently had I been in tune with my husband's feelings enough 

to know that he was already getting out of the boat after a phone call earlier that same day requesting 

him not to join Ben and me in Nashville for what remained of the week of recording. “Things are going 

really well, and I don't want to get distracted, if that makes sense?” I wince a little now to think how 

my words must have felt to my husband, a man so hopeful and generous he didn't hesitate when the 

whole recording idea was brought to him, his wife getting into a car to drive nine hours away with a 

person she spent more time with, shared more smiles with.  My request for my husband to stay home 

while I worked on this album had sent him over a different line, suitcases packed.   



 The night we met, my husband walked in to a solo bar gig I was playing in Akron, meeting up 

with a friend of his who already had a table.  Donning a navy blue cable knit cardigan, glasses, fitted 

jeans, and camel-colored oxford shoes, he looked like a man, and a nice one.  He and his friend listened 

attentively in the noisy bar and applauded while wine bar regulars asked for another glass.  He took a 

short video that's still on his phone today.  Way too many layers of clothes covered my body because it 

was February and my apartment was freezing, and I proceeded to shed these between songs, in a 

manner more comical than sexy, as I wove a miniature laugh routine about myself and my crappy 

apartment into my singer-songwriter set of music. The poor singer-songwriter chick schtick may be 

overplayed, but it still worked in some rust belt towns in 2015.  After my gig was over and I was 

packing up, he approached me, complimentary and sweet, but not flirtatious.  He told me weeks later 

he felt like Chevy Chase standing at the lingerie counter in Christmas Vacation, fumbling over his 

words amid a mixture of attraction and intimidation. But I don’t remember a bumbling Chevy Chase. I 

remember a handsome man being kind and warm and respectful.   

 I was tired in February 2015.  I was playing the local circuit and working part-time as a 

substitute teacher (my Bachelors degree finally doing something), a grueling phase I had mostly 

skipped over in my journey to folk singer stardom. I was struggling with depression and paralyzing 

anxiety, trying to get on my feet to record a second album after leaving my ex's band and starting over, 

medicating with a no-caffeine-no-booze diet and long, long, long walks around Akron.  Feeling like I 

should try dating again, I was in the midst of a rotating cast of schloozhers. But I was trying to change 

that. My ex and I had owned a home and unofficially wedded ourselves to each other on a stripped 

mountainside. With him, it was dysfunctional, but I belonged to someone. One thing the split had 

shown me, I wanted a life partner, companionship that was more than companionship.  I wanted 

commitment, and I wanted to start planning a future instead of “seeing where it goes.”  I saw my 



husband: He looks like a nice boy man.  A few Facebook messages and a phone call later, we were 

kissing at a dinner show and meeting each other's families, passing nieces around at a pancake 

breakfast.   Fifteen months later, we were married.  

  

 Each day after choosing to cut off my friendship with Ben, I faced the pain of letting go again, 

day after day. The choice I made so that I could take care of my marriage, a beautiful thing, meant a 

choice against something else, also beautiful.  My brain shoved this elimination in my face daily: in the 

shower, at the stove, getting lunch with friends—the sandpaper of choosing one thing over another 

ground itself into me. I had chosen something beautiful and true, but in order to protect that beautiful 

truth, I had chosen against something that was also beautiful, and which also contained my truth.  

Difficult does not begin to describe what decisions are for me.  Every day, a hand held out what I had 

not chosen, screaming about what my life would always miss, throwing shadows on the beauty I was 

trying to protect. 

 And even as I longed for the day when I would never again think of Ben or the music and 

friendship we shared, I dreaded that day just as much, the closing of a door, the killing of a thing of 

beauty.  I was afraid of becoming a person who settled, who gave up her grit and determination to 

achieve the artistic dream and sink into a boring life of putting food on the table and going out on the 

weekends with other people who are working toward these same basic ends.  But as surely as I will 

someday die, pieces of me die along the way.  I will change, and I will forget. Maybe in ten or twenty 

years, or maybe less, I will adapt, and I will find myself happy with what I am able to contain, here in 

my sphere, my garden.  I will trust my choice of what to plant and how to wind the rows. 

 My husband is not a white-collar man in an office; our life is not just putting food on the table 

and watching football on the weekends.  There is so much beauty I never saw because I didn't spend 



time in the rows, tending and weeding and watering.  Singing and hoeing.  Things are growing.   We 

fight, and I hate things about him, and I can't stand to think what he must, at times, think of me.  In 

saggy socks and twisted sweatpants, a falling out braid and crusty eyes in the early morning, knocking 

him over with a morning breath yawn, happy to have a person in this bed to greet every sunrise with 

me.  He is not cheerful at the day’s beginning.  He plays guitar, but our music has never gone together.   

 Now he is sitting in the tv room watching college football and drinking Hamm's out of a can.  

He cheers and banters as though he is not watching the game alone; to help him out, I have started 

commenting along, faking my way with vague statements about lame plays and sick passes (I can't 

recall one instance when a sporting event was on tv in my own home as an adult, or my family's 

growing up, and I have absolutely no idea what is going on). He really appreciates this new game we 

play, feeling supported in his football fun by my attempt to connect with him even though I'm not 

actually watching the game.   

 My husband and I both love maps and geography.  In the summer, we ride bikes all over our 

city of Cleveland, and he has taught me how to relax at the beach for hours.  He makes up his own 

words, and half the time I don't know what he's talking about, but it usually makes me laugh. I love to 

cook, and he thinks I'm a kitchen wizard.  I believe I am growing less exotic to him with the passing 

days, but I also have grown less defensive when he comments in amazement at my Bohemian 

brunching habits.   We might even be beginning to understand the way the other thinks.  And maybe it's 

even a blessing, having such a learning curve for each other, one that will keep us from getting bored as 

we make our way toward our sunset.  

.  

 Now I'm pregnant, and I dream vividly like I did before dreams all but vanished in my twenties.   

 We're all in a restaurant in an old house: charming, dark, glowy, romantic.  Lots of food 



on tables all around, lots of local meats.  My husband, our friends, and I sit together.   

In the corner sits an old man with a couple of people he's pretending are friends, but he 

isn't from here, and he doesn't have any friends. He's obsessing over my car—an old car I 

had in high school in real life and sold years ago.  The car I loved most, and still miss in 

waking hours. 1997 Volkswagen Jetta GT, white with an Indiglo (c) dashboard.  That car 

saw the southeastern  United States, survived a break-in, and rolled driverless down a 

hill.  I had sex in that car. I named that car.  I haven't named any since.  

 The old man sat at his table and listened to me tell my tragedy to friends and family 

before he blithely blurted, “it's out there right now, you know—why don't you go and get 

it?” He laughed like he had something on me.  

 I ran up the spiral stairs, past the blockade of kitchen staff, and found myself in a large 

grassy parking lot, like a festival or massive party. Panting, I wondered why he didn't run 

after me. Why wasn't he worried I would find the car and take it back from him?  Did he 

have thugs waiting for me up there, in the field, in the wide open?  I felt so vulnerable, so 

mocked. 

 I'm running the rows of cars in a grassy parking lot, getting smaller as I go on. I try to get 

taller, but now I'm walking on my knees, and they won't straighten out no matter how I 

try. Worried the cars will not see me as they pull out of their parking spaces, I try to yell.  

But my voice, too, has become small.   

 Hunting for my stolen car, I fear I am being hunted by the old man who stole my car, but 

he's not even out here. I realize, he's not hunting me, and he didn't steal my car.  I sold it, 

long ago. It's like he just wanted to make me run the rows of cars outside and feel tiny.   

He knew what I should have known already: I can never get the car back.  



  

After everything blew up in the making of that record, I returned to Ohio, with half an album, a 

husband lost to me, and a best friend who must have felt more like an object than a friend.  A best 

friend I haven't spoken to in a year and half.  Eventually, I went on medication.  I almost lost my 

husband again a few months after the initial chaos because the sanity that antidepressants brought was a 

slow, sensible one.  No fireworks blazed overnight. My bounce back to seeing why I wanted to be with 

Kurt in the first place was more of a slow crawl, and one I didn't inform him of very expediently.  But 

he believed me—or at least he believed something—came back again, and he stayed.  Honestly, I don't 

know if I know of a truer love than this.  In my life, there have been so many times I have run to 

someone's arms, having come to a rapturous realization that there is no other way to go on than the two 

of us side-by-side. There's nothing special about that running anymore.  Staying—that's something I 

never tried before Kurt.  

 I guess this baby I'm growing is part celebration of this love we're growing, part show of 

commitment to the process. We didn't try very long or very precisely before a missed period brought 

home two blue lines that spell PREGNANT.  And I think that made it more romantic to this spazzed-

out writer/performer.  I wanted to be knocked up.  I wanted to be a baby mama, with too little money 

and no plan.  I wanted #onetruelove and a refrain of “everything's gonna be alright” to get us through 

the hard times.  I wanted a baby to come at an inconvenient time, with me just starting grad school and 

us living in a third-story one-bedroom apartment.  I wanted a love child.  Chaotic, urgent, stupid love.  

If I was going to give up late nights with bourbon and guitars and merch table flattery, it wasn't going 

to be for calculated family planning.   

 Now Kurt and I are up early, driving rows of houses, looking for a place to grow this family. 



Because sometime in that cascade of choices, we conceived a baby.  We didn't really make a choice for 

me to quit playing shows or to shelf my half-finished record.  These were implied in the choices we did 

make.  To make room for the beauty we'd planted.  As we drive up and down the rows of Cleveland 

colonials,  we're seeking beauty, a place to grow our love and ourselves.  We try to envision our life on 

that street, in this house.  We've fallen in love with the city together, but we couldn't even afford a 

gutted home in the neighborhood where we currently rent, so we're looking for a new Cleveland 

neighborhood to fall in love with.  But staying in Cleveland is one thing we bother agree on, along with 

maps and bikes. 

 Life is a balance of settling and telling the world—and yourself—that you are not. 

Understanding the impossibility of total perfection is itself a form of settling, isn't it?  To an extremist 

and literalist, of which I am both, yes.  Taking something into our embrace requires letting go of 

something else.   Dreaming big, going with the flow.  Efficiency, recreation. Knowing when to push 

hard, when to let nature do the work. Knowing when...Difficult doesn't begin to describe what 

decisions are for me.  

 We live in an era of [the appearance of] endless options.  Told by every clickbait article that we 

can make exactly the life we want, the fact of digital limitlessness does not alter our existence in a 

physical world that is very much comprised of limitations: distance, time, emotion, money, energy. 

Does love have limits? Maybe the eternal concept of love is without limit.  Love as it grows in our lives 

is bound by the limits of who we are and what we, and our others, are capable of.   

Process Note: 
 First, I thought I should do an extensive revision of Essay 2, “Tending Rows,” for my final 
essay. I think I have respectable and less respectable reasons for this plan: I think that I have more to 
say—or at least that I could say things better—from Essay 2, and this feels like a great opportunity to 



make that essay a final product.  But it also is probably somewhat motivated by laziness. Essay 1 
touched on some similar ingredients; 6 pages from Essay 1 and 4 pages from Essay 2 and all I have to 
do is edit my way to an 8-12 page final essay. Boom. 
 But I also want to write about direct action for saving the planet. I'm inspired by Roy Scranton's 
writing on climate change and my own experience in activism for a short time earlier in my life. 
Namely, why are we talking as if the only thing we can do is wait for politicians to agree on a plan? 
Aka—guaranteed failure, guaranteed destruction. But that's 8-12 new pages I would have to write, 
along with a final project in another class, and a final paper in another class, and a final exam in 
language I don't actually speak. Not enticing! 
 In the end, I decided to do the revision of Essay 2 with some Essay 1 elements included, and I 
like to think I did it for for the nobler reason of wanting to finish something that I started.  
 I began with a line from Essay 2 that was considered to be somewhat problematic, the goal 
there being to be able to have time to bring clarity to that sentence throughout the rest of the essay. I 
continued writing several pages of new material before beginning to consider incorporated the more 
praiseworthy elements per peer and instructor review from Essay 2.  
 I struggle with revision. I can line edit for hours; I even find it energizing. But how do I include 
pieces of an essay in a new essay? Do I rearrange the pieces, like blocks? This is most difficult for me.  
 Is it settling while telling ourselves that we aren't settling? Or is it that accepting certain realities 
and living with choices in not settling at all, but finding beauty. Tending to the garden, and keeping the 
weeds away to let the beauty come through.  
 I feel like this essay has conveyed more meaning than other things I've written; reading it over, I 
think I have connected the meaning in myself with the meaning that's being conveyed to the reader.  At 
least, I hope so.    
 I'm finding it harder to write about myself as I get older.  I've written a lot of personal essays, 
and I'm hopeful that this one is more of an argument, more pertinent to readers, than anything else I've 
written.  I was able to slash a lot that a younger me would have been too attached to.  I'm hoping this 
can be a bridge to teach me to write less personal essay and more for the reader than for myself.  To say 
what I want to say in a less literal way; that the story or argument is told in the structure as much as the 
words themselves.  
 Ending is impossible.  

Below are things I slashed (maybe I am still too attached to delete!): 

I know: I never would have looked at my friend that way, never would have seen him as the one that 

got away, if I had never made the choice to marry my husband in the first place. Perspective changed.  

History proves it:  I had lived with Ben while I dated the man who would become my husband.  We 

were pals, but I didn't respect him, for the same reasons I didn't respect myself at that time.  Living with 

his dad (we both rented rooms in his dad's house), playing music full-time but not making real money.  

Smoking too many cigarettes. Not husband material, I thought.   



We didn't really articulate the choice for me to stop playing music professionally, or to shelf my second 

album when it was halfway finished.  These choices were implied in the others, and for obvious reason. 

“Rosamund, for a girl” one of his texts said, early in our dating relationship.  He wanted a partner, a 

family, a home, a yard.  So did I.  I wanted him, and I wanted forever.   

A week after we got home from our mini-moon to Geneva-on-the-Lake,  I was miserable.  Kurt started 

chainsmoking—a former habit I was not aware of—and working long hours.  I hardly saw him, and 

when I did, he was an asshole.  I was working on booking a new band I had put together, and Kurt was 

wondering how I would make money.  All I wanted was someone I didn't have to explain myself to all 

the time. Someone who didn't love me because I was “different.” 

But I didn't think this until the vows were made.   Ben was never a choice, until he couldn't be.  


