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The Ways We Fear

Long is the way and hard, that out of Hell
leads up to light. (Milton 77)
1.

W

hen Eve partook of the fruit, I imagine the sweetness
overwhelmed her. Like when I take a drink of cold water
and feel the wet all the way to my gut. But Eve must have felt it
all the way to her feet, spanning across her palms, a pulse
through her veins. I wonder if she swayed in her senses before
cradling that single piece of fruit and carrying it to Adam,
handing him the apple or peach or plum, and encouraging him
to eat. We don’t have her words outlined in Genesis, or Adam’s
reaction as she dropped the bitten fruit into his hand. Perhaps
she left him for a moment to walk the garden alone, the fruit
weighing his palm, the turn of questions slow in his mind.
Maybe a few of those questions passed his lips and wove
through the willow branches, landing in the fissured bark of a
nearby eucalyptus. We see no evidence of Eve’s fear or anxieties,
if she worried he would say no, leaving her to be ejected from
the garden and him to wander paradise in a solitary forever.
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•••

I wandered as a child.
At the beach I followed the seagulls.
In stores I walked down the candy aisle until I found the
chocolate.
I would go outside and pad my way to the dirt road.
I was not afraid I would get lost or left until that moment
when the seagulls flew.
Or the store aisle got quiet, a chocolate bar in my hand.
I would look around and wonder where my mother and sisters had gone.
I realized I was alone, plucked from the familiarity of my
family.
Then the fear would bloom.
•••

It took four years and three changes of my major to realize I
enjoyed working alone. Theater and film were exciting, but also
exhausting. When I finally settled into the English department
and did all my assignments in the quiet of my apartment, it felt
like a relief. There were moments when I thought I could live a
whole lifetime in solitude and silence. I thought all I needed was
a corner of the world to call my own. Not a big corner, but
enough to make it mine, enough space to live and write. For a
time, I was content with that and thought I always would be.
•••

I met Jon at work in my mid-twenties. We were at separate
offices, but our paths crossed every once in a while. He was significantly older than I, but I wasn’t sure by how much. When
he’d stop by the office or call on the phone, we fell into easy
conversation. He asked me to a concert in Pasadena and I said
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yes. Then we began talking every day, seeing each other on
weekends. I loved his kindness, his generosity; he wanted to
help stray cats in his local neighborhood and feed the poor in
India, give to the homeless in Guatemala. I loved discussing international politics and his favorite Shakespeare plays and the
stack of essay collections I had read. We watched documentaries and ate fruit by the plateful. I asked if he ever wanted
kids, and he said with me he would. For the first time I imagined having a family with someone. I settled into a contentment I had never felt before.
But there was something I didn’t know, and it itched at me.
Exactly how old was he? I thought he was twenty years older,
which felt like a lot but for some reason doable. One Friday
night, a few weeks into dating, as we sat on his couch, the
canned light above us on dim, I asked him when he was born.
His response—1961. He took my supposed twenty years and
added seven, pushing that twenty closer to thirty. It was more
than double my age. I had made peace with twenty years, so the
extra seven shouldn’t have been a big deal, but I walked out of
his home that night thinking I would never come back. The
twenty-seven years seemed to solidify his death before mine.
Marrying him and burying him now seemed like two sides of the
same coin. I thought of loving him, I thought of what it would be
like to lose him, to live without him, to once again exist alone.
•••

Sometimes I think of Eve, and I am in awe at the ease of
her single option. There was one man in the garden, one man
in the whole world; she didn’t have to choose between Bob and
Billy, the city boy or the cowboy. Her life and eternal companion was right there, two adults as innocent as children, figuring
out the scents of lilacs and magnolias, listening to the drawnout lament of the mourning dove, feeling the dense fur of the
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lion’s belly. Then I remember the other choice she was presented with, the choice that changed the course of human existence and experience. Satan, that great snake, the father and
creator of all lies, slithered in and reminded Eve of the choice
she did have—to eat the forbidden fruit or not, to live forever
in the garden or to die. In that regard, I do not envy Eve and
the choice laid before her, the decision dropped in her hands.
2.

About a year before I moved home and worked at an insurance office and met Jon, I was still an undergrad studying English
literature, and I decided to postpone graduation and take an internship with the Scottish Parliament. It was my way of saying,
I’m not ready to leave. I don’t know what I’m doing yet. What
career am I supposed to have? What if nothing fulfills me?
As I sat on a plane bound for London and stewed in a
whole pot of nervous juices, I tried to make casual conversation
with the kind woman who sat next to me. She was middle-aged
and smiled so easily, smiled in a way that said she did this kind
of traveling all the time. It was my first international venture,
and I was terrified of everything, of missing flights in foreign
countries, of getting lost in places I’d never heard of, terrified
the film Taken would somehow happen to me. But as the hours
pulled together and this woman told me about her family and
her life, I settled into the calmness of her demeanor. I may have
even slept.
Against all anxious thoughts telling me otherwise, I survived the Heathrow airport in London with only minor casualties—my facewash was confiscated because it exceeded the
three-ounce limit, and my pride was left behind after a very
thorough pat-down by a large British woman. By the time I got
to Scotland, I was too exhausted to hang on to the handful of
worries I had left. I asked people where bus stops were and how
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to get to my flat in downtown Edinburgh. People were kind.
They were patient with me.
I don’t remember much from those first couple of days in
the city, but once the sleep deprivation wore off and I got into
the routine of my internship, things calmed down and I looked
at how beautiful the city was. I climbed Arthur’s Seat and
gazed out at the spires of chapels and cathedrals, the castle battlements carved at the top of the Royal Mile, the haze of the
sea just beyond the city. I ate haggis, neeps and tatties, and the
best fish and chips of my life. I wore my raincoat almost every
day, amazed that a sky could possess and release so much water.
I breathed. I slept. I traveled with new friends and found a
growing comfort in a country other than my home.
•••

We don’t know where Adam was when Eve partook of the
fruit. He may have been on the opposite side of the garden,
kneeling on soft dirt and inspecting the back of a golden tortoise beetle, its shell reflecting the sunlight. Maybe Eve didn’t
enjoy Adam’s fascination with beetles, so she wandered about
the garden, carefree and curious as a child. Maybe she wasn’t
expecting to land at the foot of the tree with its forbidden fruit.
Maybe the snake surprised her when it coasted on its belly and
spoke to her with split tongue. But I like to think that Eve
knew far more than Genesis reveals. I like to think that she was
aware of the risks and the challenges, could glimpse the immense possibilities. Maybe that’s why she ate the fruit: she felt
something was missing.
•••

One of the first connections Jon and I discovered was traveling. He had been to Australia and New Zealand, India, and
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Egypt. He had never been to Scotland or Ireland, so we
swapped stories of the people we met, the foods we tried, the
cities we walked through, the cultures we tried to get lost in. As
we talked and sent emails back and forth during work, we got
bolder and said things like, Let’s go to New York together. . . .
Maybe Japan. . . . What about Tonga? We made plans before we
officially started dating, plans that took us all around the world.
The only traveling Jon and I actually did was to Utah to
see family and friends, most of whom were still trying to get
used to the age gap. The trip was nothing like the grand travels we’d discussed for almost a year, but we got to heft our luggage to the airport and ride on a plane side by side and get a
glimpse of what it would be like to travel the world together. It
felt nice to have a companion, and I imagined international
trips navigated with ease and even enjoyment. I thought of all
the places I could go with him, the city markets we would walk
through, buying a fresh apple or mango.
A couple months after going to Utah, Jon and I broke up.
It wasn’t the first time and it wasn’t the last. It was partly the
age difference and that my parents could never really support
the relationship. Most of my friends also didn’t agree and were
vocal about it. Jon was agnostic, and I was very religious. Our
backgrounds were diverse: he was born back East, in an affluent family that had moved often. I grew up out West, in a middle class family that had stayed in the same house for over
nineteen years. He grew up in the sixties and seventies. I was a
child of the nineties. And yet, the real reason I ended it was a
feeling, a feeling that something was missing.
3.

Ever since I was young I wanted a life of meaning. I made
lists of the places I would go and things I would do, ways to fill
myself:
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Learn French and live in Madagascar.
Write a film script about my grandfather’s life.
Perform the lead in a ballet—dance my way to a grand
stage.
Write a book.
Live in Ireland.
Catch confetti falling on Times Square.
I thought if I saw and tasted enough of the world, I would
be satiated, satisfied to my bones. But I traveled bits of the
world and I wrote a couple novels that never went anywhere.
And I danced my way onto stages, however small. I wrote a
film script I hated; I tried to learn French, and I caught some of
that confetti on Times Square. In all the rush of lists and life
and goals, I felt a fear tap at me. What if I never found it? What
if I lived my whole life and never did the thing, found the thing
that filled me?
•••

There are a few things Eve did know at the time she took
the fruit. She knew God had commanded her not to eat the
fruit. She knew she would die. Maybe she also knew that by
eating the fruit she would be cast out of the garden, and if
Adam did not choose to eat the fruit, they would be forever
separated. By eating the fruit alone, Eve couldn’t be sure Adam
would follow. She chose to die, to multiply the earth with children. She made that choice without Adam, and in a way, she
chose the fruit over him.
•••

After I started graduate school in Utah and Jon was still in
California, we got back together briefly for about a month, but
my life was crazy and in the throes of classes and coursework,
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teaching and assistantships. Long distance had its list of challenges as well. We cut things off with the intent to get back together when my life was calmer. I still battled between not
feeling completely right about the relationship and missing
him desperately. Then in October of my final year, I learned
about a fire close to his house and reached out to him. We
talked that night and then the next, the days rolling into
weeks. I decided my feelings of wariness and doubt were simply
a fear of committing.
One evening on the phone, I said, “Jon, let’s just get married.”
At first, he was quiet then with emotion lacing his voice,
he said, “Really?”
The first time he asked me about marriage was a few months
into dating back when we both lived in California. I was always
reticent about the subject and would never fully commit to future plans, but that night on the phone, I thought Why not?
Just commit already.
We began to discuss wedding plans, the short guest list
(there were still those friends and family members who strongly
disagreed with the relationship), the location, honeymoon.
We’d wait until I was completely done with school then we’d
have a small ceremony on the coast in Southern California. In
many ways those discussions reflected the anxiety I felt at the
beginning of my graduate studies—mornings where I woke and
felt on top of the world and times after classes and teaching
when I wondered what I was doing in this place. When it came
to Jon and marriage, I determined I was all in even though the
worry and fear still resided below the surface of flower choices
for the bouquet and various fabric textures for the wedding
dress.
We decided I needed a break from the cold and my apartment, so I flew to California for Christmas break. It was the
day after the holiday and Jon and I were in his kitchen clean54
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ing up the dinner dishes and I can’t remember how it came up,
but we started talking about the courthouse downtown and
that we knew we were getting married anyway, so we might as
well do it. No fuss. No mess. No guest list.
I leaned against the granite counter, cold against my hands
and back. “I think we should do it,” I said.
He nodded. “I do too.”
We broke for our nightly rituals of showers and brushing
teeth, but before retreating to my room on the other end of
the house, I went to his to say goodnight. He was sitting up in
bed, leaning against the headboard and looking nervous, unusually somber. “I have to tell you something,” he said.
“Sixteen years ago, I got a vasectomy.” That’s not exactly how
he said it, but that’s what I heard. And he said other things
about meeting with a urologist three weeks ago and the
money’s already set aside and percentages of success rates
somewhere in the nineties but percentages of pregnancies
somewhere in the forties. Yet, all I could think about was sitting on the couch with him two and a half years ago and asking if he wanted kids. He said he did, and I said that was good
because without kids and an eventual family, this could never
work.
Jon interrupted my thoughts. “I can fix this.” But I moved
through more memories of when he assured me he wanted
children and we threw out a handful of names and we talked
about parenting, about public schools versus private, and traveling with the whole family. “I can fix this,” he said again.
“Why didn’t you tell me two and a half years ago when we
started dating?” I asked.
“Because we were never strong enough. We were always
off and on. I didn’t know how to tell you. I couldn’t tell you.”
My mind jumped ahead to a vasectomy reversal that was
successful, but because the original procedure had happened sixteen years ago his sperm count was too low, or maybe it was on
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account of his age, but either way we couldn’t get pregnant.
Rounds of in vitro. Nothing working the way it was supposed to.
Filling out adoption forms and profiles.
Meeting with adoption agencies and social workers.
In that moment I realized I wanted children more than I
wanted a successful career or a lifestyle of traveling. I wanted
children more than I wanted a marriage with Jon.
I don’t remember exactly when I walked out of his room and
down the hall and through the dark kitchen into my room with
the heavy down comforter and sliding glass doors that opened to
the backyard, the drapes drawn closed. I slept without dreams,
slept with a knowledge thickening in my veins, slept with the
weight of it pulsing to my feet, spanning across my palms.
•••

“And he did eat” (Gen. 3.6) is all we have to show that
Adam brought the same fruit to his lips and sucked the juice to
coat the inside of his cheek and course through his body. I can
only imagine Eve’s relief. She would not leave the garden alone,
but hand-in-hand with Adam. They would discover the world
together and raise children between the two of them, passing the
babies back and forth during those long nights. Now that death
was a possibility she couldn’t be sure how long Adam would live,
but this she knew—she would not exit the garden alone.
•••

When I came back to Utah for my final semester of graduate school, Jon and I tried to work through things, talk through
what I was feeling—the frustration that he kept the vasectomy
from me for so long, my worry about never having children.
Yes, there was the possibility that everything would be fine, the
reversal would work, we’d have kids without a problem, but my
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mind lingered more on the negatives, the nevers, the rabbit
hole of worst possibles. We spent a number of late nights on the
phone, but one—our last conversation—was especially brief. I
felt a resolve in me, a firmness at facing the end of this relationship and what lay beyond. He told me he sensed that resolve
and so little else was said before we hung up.
•••

After Eve ate and gave to Adam, and after Adam said Yes,
okay, I’ll do this, Genesis tells us that “the eyes of them both
were opened” (3.7). Their innocence abated, and they viewed
their bodies as naked. They felt fear. They hid. The mortal experience bloomed in them like the seeds they would soon
plant and watch grow, like the children they would give life to
and nurture into mothers and fathers, into people who would
feel the weight of their own decisions.
I imagine God walking Adam and Eve to the garden’s exit
sign and saying, Now it’s your turn to figure things out and get
a little sweaty and feel a little pain and learn what it means to
love and what it’s like to bury a child in the soil you came
from. I like to think that Eve knew faith by that point, knew
what it meant to step into uncertainty with nothing but a feeling and a desire. Maybe she knew the feeling that something
was missing, the need to someday have a family, was the very
reason she first took the fruit and put it to her lips.
•••

I don’t know if I will ever marry or have children, and that
unknown sometimes scares me. But there is also a part of me
that has been filled in the past weeks since I last spoke with
Jon and ended things. Maybe that part of me actually began
filling since the night he told me, because I knew. I knew I
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couldn’t marry him, and knowledge sometimes tastes like biting into fruit, like stepping from a garden and into a world full
of every fear and every possibility. I know I will still have moments when I feel lost or fearful, maybe even empty, but I do
not believe Adam and Eve ever truly regretted their decision
to partake of the fruit and leave the garden. Especially Eve. I
imagine that when she held their first child in her arms her
mind wandered back to that moment of standing at the base of
the forbidden fruit tree and realizing the desire buried in the
deepest part of her, the desire to give life.
I want many things for myself—to write and love and
work my way into meaning and out of fear, to give life, to find
a place in this world, a place of belonging. I guess those are the
very things which make up the human experience; they pave
the road from the garden, from all we knew, to the world of all
we don’t. That same road which winds us through countries
and over vast seas, also takes us back to our God, the very God
of our creation.
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