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REASONS TO LIVE
by Amy Hempel

1.INATUB

My heart—I thought it stopped. So I got in my car and headed for God. I passed two churches
with cars parked in front. Then I stopped at the third because no one else had.

It was early afternoon, the middle of the week. I chose a pew in the center of the rows.
Episcopal or Methodist, it didn’t make any difference. It was as quiet as a church.

I thought about the feeling of the long missed beat, and the tumble of the next ones as
they rushed to fill the space. I sat there—in the high brace of quiet and stained glass—and I
listened.

At the back of my house I can stand in the light from the sliding glass door and look out
onto the deck. The deck is planted with marguerites and succulents in red clay pots. One of the
pots is empty. It is shallow and broad, and filled with water like a birdbath.

My cat takes naps in the windowbox. Her gray chin is powdered with the iridescent dust
from butterfly wings. If I tap on the glass, the cat will not look up.

The sound that I make is not food.

When I was a girl I sneaked out at night. I pressed myself to hedges and fitted the
shadows of trees. I went to a construction site near the lake. I took a concrete-mixing tub, slid it
to the shore, and sat down inside it like a saucer. I would push off from the sand with one stolen

oar and float, hearing nothing, for hours.
The birdbath is shaped like that tub.

I look at my nails in the harsh bathroom light. The scare will appear as a ripple at the
base. It will take a couple of weeks to see.

I'lock the door and run a tub of water.

Most of the time you don’t really hear it. A pulse is a thing that you feel. Even if you are
somewhat quiet. Sometimes you hear it through the pillow at night. But I know that there is a
place where you can hear it even better than that.

Here is what you do. You ease yourself into a tub of water, you ease yourself down. You
lie back and wait for the ripples to smooth away. Then you take a deep breath, and slide your
head under, and listen for the playfulness of your heart.

2. IN THE ANIMAL SHELTER

Every time you see a beautiful woman, someone is tired of her, so the men say. And I know where
they go, these women, with their tired beauty that someone doesn’t want—these women who
must live like the high Sierra white pine, there since before the birth of Christ, fed somehow by
the alpine wind.

They reach out to the animals, day after day smoothing fur inside a cage, saying, “How is
Mama’s baby? Is Mama’s baby lonesome?”



The women leave at the end of the day, stopping to ask an attendant, “Will they go to
good homes?” And come back in a day or so, stooping to examine a one-eyed cat, asking, as
though they intend to adopt, “How would I introduce my new cat to my dog?”

But there is seldom an adoption; it matters that the women have someone to leave,
leaving behind the lovesome creatures who would never leave them, had they once given them
their hearts.

3. MEMOIR
Just once in my life—oh, when have I ever wanted anything just once in my life?
4. WEEKEND (PART II)

Dinner was a simple picnic on the porch, paper plates in laps, the only conversation a debate as
to which was the better grip for throwing shoes.

After dinner, the horseshoes were handed out, the post pounded in, the rules reviewed
with a [new rule added due to falling-down shorts. The] new rule: Have attire.

The women smoked on the porch, the smoke repelling mosquitoes, and the men and
children played on even after dusk when it got so dark that a candle was rigged to balance on top
of the post, and was knocked off and blown out by every single almost-ringer.

Then the children went to bed, or at least went upstairs, and the men joined the women
for a cigarette on the porch, absently picking ticks engorged like grapes off the sleeping dogs.
And when the men kissed the women good night, and their weekend whiskers scratched the
women’s cheeks, the women did not think shave, they thought: stay.
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2. IN THE ANIMAL SHELTER
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